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ABSTRACT 
The purpose of this study was to explore professional development needs of 
teachers in supporting learners with Specific Learning Disorders. This research was 
set within an interpretivist paradigm and utilized the qualitative approach to conduct 
research on this topic. The Bio-Ecological Theory of Human Development by 
Bronfenbrenner (1979) was used as the theoretical framework to support the 
literature review and the study findings due to its relevance to the professional 
development of teachers in supporting learners with Specific Learning Disorders. 
Five teachers from a Primary School in Johannesburg took part in this research. 
There were three sets of data collection methods namely; individual interviews, 
classroom observation and document analysis. Data was analysed through means of 
thematic content analysis, from which four themes emerged: (1) teachers‟ 
understanding of professional development; (2) teachers‟ understanding of Specific 
Learning Disorders; (3) teachers‟ need for support and lastly (4) challenges in 
providing support with for sub-themes which are namely: lack of resources, 
overcrowding, insufficient time for support and inadequate support structures. From 
the research, it was found that the participants were eager and willing to receive 
more professional development. Teachers are in urgent need of professional 
development that will enable them to support learners with Specific Learning 
Disorders. 
KEYWORDS 
Professional development; professional development needs; specific learning 
disorders; learner support; teacher development; learners with special educational 
needs 
  
Teacher‟s professional development needs in supporting learners with specific learning disorders 
iv 
  
Teacher‟s professional development needs in supporting learners with specific learning disorders 
v 
TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 
DECLARATION .......................................................................................................... i 
ABSTRACT ............................................................................................................... iii 
ANNEXURES………………………………………………………………………………..iv 
LIST OF TABLES ..................................................................................................... vii 
LIST OF FIGURES.................................................................................................... vii 
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ........................................................................................ viii 
LIST OF ACRONYMS ................................................................................................ ix 
 
CHAPTER 1: ORIENTATION TO THE RESEARCH ............................................... 10 
1.1 INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND ............................................................. 10 
1.2 MOTIVATION FOR THE STUDY ....................................................................... 13 
1.3 STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM ..................................................................... 14 
1.4 RESEARCH QUESTION .................................................................................... 18 
1.5 AIM OF THE RESEARCH .................................................................................. 18 
1.6 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY .......................................................................... 18 
1.6.1 Research approach .................................................................................... 19 
1.6.2 Research paradigm .................................................................................... 19 
1.6.3 Research design ........................................................................................ 20 
1.6.4 The participants ......................................................................................... 20 
1.6.5 Data collection methods ............................................................................. 21 
1.6.5.1 Interviews .......................................................................................... 21 
1.6.5.2 Observation ....................................................................................... 22 
1.6.5.3 Document analysis ............................................................................ 23 
1.6.6 Data Analysis ........................................................................................ 23 
1.7 TRUSTWORTHINESS ....................................................................................... 24 
1.7.1 Credibility ................................................................................................... 25 
1.7.2 Confirmability ............................................................................................. 26 
1.7.3 Transferability ............................................................................................ 26 
1.7.4 Dependability ............................................................................................. 26 
1.8 ETHICAL MEASURES ....................................................................................... 27 
1.8.1 Informed consent ....................................................................................... 27 
1.8.2 Best interests of the participant .................................................................. 27 
1.8.3 Privacy and confidentiality.......................................................................... 28 
1.9 CONCEPT CLARIFICATION ............................................................................. 28 
1.10 COMPOSITION OF THE RESEARCH REPORT ............................................. 29 
1.11 CHAPTER SUMMARY ..................................................................................... 30 
 
CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW ..................................................................... 31 
2.1 INTRODUCTION ................................................................................................ 31 
2.2 SPECIFIC LEARNING DISORDERS ................................................................. 31 
2.3 PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT ................................................................... 35 
Teacher‟s professional development needs in supporting learners with specific learning disorders 
vi 
2.4 THE INTERNATIONAL PERSPECTIVE ON TEACHER PROFESSIONAL 
DEVELOPMENT IN RELATION TO SPECIAL NEEDS EDUCATION ..................... 40 
2.5 THE SOUTH AFRICAN PERSPECTIVE ON TEACHER PROFESSIONAL 
DEVELOPMENT IN RELATION TO SPECIAL NEEDS EDUCATION ..................... 42 
2.6 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK INFORMING THE PROFESSIONAL 
DEVELOPMENT OF TEACHERS ............................................................................ 45 
2.7 SOUTH AFRICAN LEGISLATION SUPPORTING PROFESSIONAL 
DEVELOPMENT AND SPECIAL NEEDS EDUCATION .......................................... 48 
2.8.1 Education White Paper 6 ........................................................................... 49 
2.8.2 Screening Identification Assessment and Support ..................................... 49 
2.8.3 Integrated Quality Management System and the South African Council of 
Educators ............................................................................................................ 50 
2.9 CHAPTER SUMMARY ....................................................................................... 52 
 
CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH DESIGN, DATA PRESENTATION AND DISCUSSION 
OF FINDINGS .......................................................................................................... 53 
3.1 INTRODUCTION ................................................................................................ 53 
3.2 OVERVIEW OF RESEARCH METHODOLOGY ................................................ 53 
3.2.1 Research Paradigm, Approach and Design ............................................... 53 
3.2.2 Participant Selection .................................................................................. 54 
3.2.3 Data Collection Methods....................................................................... 55 
3.2.3.1 Semi-structured Interviews ................................................................ 55 
3.2.3.2 Observations ..................................................................................... 56 
3.2.3.3 Document analysis ............................................................................ 58 
3.2.4 Data Analysis ............................................................................................. 58 
3.3 TRUSTWORTHINESS ....................................................................................... 61 
3.4 ETHICAL MEASURES ....................................................................................... 64 
3.5 PRESENTATION AND OVERVIEW OF THE FINDINGS .................................. 65 
3.5.1 Theme 1: Teachers‟ Understanding of professional development ............. 67 
3.5.2 Theme 2: The teachers‟ understanding of SLDs ........................................ 70 
3.5.3 Theme 3: The teachers‟ need for support .................................................. 74 
3.5.4 Theme 4: Challenges in Supporting ........................................................... 77 
3.5.4.1 Lack of resources .............................................................................. 77 
3.5.4.2 Overcrowding .................................................................................... 79 
3.5.4.3 Insufficient time for support ................................................................ 80 
3.5.4.4 Inadequate support structures ........................................................... 82 
3.6 CHAPTER SUMMARY ....................................................................................... 85 
 
CHAPTER 4: SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS .................................................... 86 
4.1 INTRODUCTION ................................................................................................ 86 
4.2 SUMMARY OF RESEARCH FINDINGS ............................................................ 86 
4.3 RECOMMENDATIONS OF THIS RESEARCH .................................................. 88 
4.4 LIMITATIONS OF THIS RESEARCH ................................................................. 89 
Teacher‟s professional development needs in supporting learners with specific learning disorders 
vii 
4.5 STRENGTHS AND CONTRIBUTIONS OF THIS RESEARCH .......................... 90 
4.6 RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH ......................................... 90 
4.7 CONCLUSION ................................................................................................... 90 
REFERENCES ......................................................................................................... 92 
 
ANNEXURES ......................................................................................................... 104 
 
ANNEXURE A: ETHICAL CLEARANCE ........................................................................... 104 
ANNEXURE B: PERMISSION TO CONDUCT RESEARCH ............................................. 105 
ANNEXURE C: INFORMED CONSENT ........................................................................... 107 
ANNEXURE D: INTERVIEW PROTOCOL ............................................................................ 1 
ANNEXURE E: OBSERVATION SCHEDULE ....................................................................... 2 
ANNEXURE F: SAMPLE OF THE INTERVIEW TRANSCRIPT ............................................ 4 
ANNEXURE G: STATEMENT OF PROFESSIONAL EDITING ............................................. 7 
 
LIST OF TABLES 
Table 1.1: Steps in data analysis ............................................................................. 24 
Table 3.1: Participant information ............................................................................. 54 
Table 3.2: Data collection methods .......................................................................... 55 
Table 3.3: Observation notes sample ………………………………………………….57  
Table 3.4: Steps in data analysis ............................................................................. 59 
Table 3.5: Key to the abbreviations used in this discussion ..................................... 67 
Table 3.6: Grade 1 and 2 Instructional Time ............................................................ 81 
 
LIST OF FIGURES 
Figure 1.1: Representation of research methodology .............................................. 18 
Figure 1.2: Lincoln and Guba‟s criteria of trustworthiness ........................................ 25 
Figure 1.3: Composition of research report .............................................................. 30 
Figure 2.1: The diagnostic criteria for SLDs ............................................................. 33 
Figure 2.2: Model of professional development link to SACE development portfolio 38 
Figure 2.3: Bronfenbrenner‟s model of bio-ecological development ......................... 46 
Figure 2.4: SACE professional development activities ............................................. 50 
Figure 3.1: Sample of colour coded interview .......................................................... 61 
figure 3.2: Extract from the data analysis process…………………………………….63 
 
  
Teacher‟s professional development needs in supporting learners with specific learning disorders 
viii 
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
To my Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ, thank you for being my pillar of strength I 
would not have been able to embark on this journey had it not been for you grace 
upon my life.  
Thank you to my supervisors, Professor Boitumelo Diale and Dr Nonhlanhla Maseko. 
This has been an emotional and difficult journey but you never gave up on me. 
Thank you for believing in me even when I could not believe in myself. The tough 
love accompanied by the humour made me more open to keep trying until I got it 
right. Thank you for always being available when I needed you and for helping me 
see the bigger picture. I consider myself blessed to have had the opportunity to work 
with both of you. May the Lord enlarge your territory. Makwande!  
I want to express my sincere gratitude to my mom, Linda Manyike, thank you for 
allowing me to be independent and follow my dreams. To my late grandmother, 
Caroline Manyike, thank you for the prayers and continuous support throughout my 
schooling journey. Na Khensa nwa‟Mepa.  
To my editor Dr Jacqui Baumgardt, thank you for editing this research. Thank you for 
your valuable inputs and dedication towards my research. I appreciate all the effort 
you put in. 
Finally, I would like to thank the five participants of this study. Thank you for giving 
me your time and the valuable inputs. This research would not have been possible 
without you, thank you for being a part of my vision. You are true unsung heroes! I 




Teacher‟s professional development needs in supporting learners with specific learning disorders 
ix 
LIST OF ACRONYMS 
B.Ed Bachelor of Education  
CAPS Curriculum and Assessment Policy 
CPTD Continuing Professional Teacher Development 
DBE Department of Basic Education 
DBST District-Based Support Team 
FSS Full-Service School 
HOD Head of Department 
IEP Individual Education Plan 
InTASC Interstate New Teacher Assessment and Support Consortium 
IQMS Integrated Quality Management System 
ISP Individual Support Plan 
LSE Learner support educators 
SACE South African Council of Education 
SAQA South African Qualifications Authority 
SBST School-Based Support Team 
SIAS Screening Identification Assessment and Support 
SLD Specific Learning Disorders 
US United States 
 
Teacher‟s professional development needs in supporting learners with specific learning disorders 
10 
CHAPTER 1: 
ORIENTATION TO THE RESEARCH  
1.1 INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND 
As a developing country, with over 25 years of democracy, South Africa has one 
of the most progressive constitutions in the world in terms of social justice and 
equality. Within the Constitution (Act 108 of 1996), human rights are enshrined, 
including the right to basic education (Department of Justice, 1996). The 
fundamental right to basic education is further developed in Section 9 (2) of the 
Constitution, which commits the state to the achievement of equality and to non-
discrimination. South Africa is also one of the few countries which provides free 
basic education and that puts the learners at a great advantage as opposed to 
learners in other countries in which education is only accessible to an elite few.  
In addition to free basic education for all, the Department of Basic Education 
(DBE)1 has also introduced policies to ensure that the right to basic education is 
implemented effectively. There are various policies; however, the relevant 
policies relevant to this study are those that pertain to inclusive education such 
as the Education White Paper 6 (EWP6) and the policy on Screening 
Identification Assessment and Support (SIAS) (DBE, 2014). Despite introducing 
these progressive policies, the South African education system still has huge 
gaps in terms of the professional development of teachers. The gap is even more 
evident in school contexts that cater for learners with additional support needs.  
Most teachers who work in special schools have basic teaching qualifications 
and may have also been trained to teach learners with additional support needs; 
however, some of these teachers still struggle to support learners with Specific 
Learning Disorders (SLDs) in their classrooms. The reality is that every learner 
needs support, however some learners may, for whatever reason, require 
                                            
1
 It should be noted that before 2009, the education department charged with school education was called the Department 
of Education (DoE); it changed to the Department of Basic Education (DBE) in 2009. The references to this department 
are given in terms of the names before and after 2009.  
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additional support for learning (DBE, 2014). “Additional support needs can arise 
from any factor that causes a barrier to learning, whether that factor relates to 
social, emotional, cognitive, linguistic, disability, or family and care 
circumstances” (DBE, 2014, p. viii). With the various types of needs that learners 
may have, the focus of this study is on the professional development needs of 
teachers in supporting learners with SLDs. 
According to the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5) 
(American Psychiatric Association [APA], 2013), neurodevelopmental disorders 
include intellectual disability, communication disorders, Autism Spectrum 
Disorder, Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder, SLDs and Motor Disorders 
(APA, 2013). This research will focus on SLDs which fall under the broad 
umbrella of neurodevelopmental disorders. The US Individuals with Disabilities 
Education Act (as cited in Cortiella, 2009) defined an SLD as a disorder in one or 
more of the basic psychological processes involved in understanding or in using 
language, spoken or written, which disorder may manifest itself in the imperfect 
ability to listen, think, speak, read, write, spell, or do mathematical calculations. 
This term includes conditions such as perceptual disabilities, brain injury, minimal 
brain dysfunction, dyslexia, and developmental aphasia. It does not include 
learning problems that are primarily the result of visual, hearing, or motor 
disabilities, of mental retardation, of emotional disturbance, or of environmental, 
cultural, or economic disadvantage (Cortiella, 2009). 
SLDs are diagnosed through the use of specific standardised psychometric tests. 
Psychometric tests are administered individually in reading, mathematics or 
written expression. If the results measured are substantially below those 
expected for age, schooling and level of intelligence, an SLD is diagnosed. 
Problems with learning significantly affect the academic level achieved or daily 
activities that require maths, writing and reading skills (Wills, 2014). Some of the 
learners may also display similar symptoms such as stress and difficulties in 
coping as observed by teachers who teach children with SLDs. According to 
Zeleke (2004), the self-concept of children with SLDs is generally assumed to be 
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more negative than is the case with normally achieving children. “Associated with 
this, research suggests that learners with SLDs are likely to differ from their 
normally achieving peers in their academic self-concept” (Zeleke, 2004, p. 148).   
In 2001, the Department of Education (DoE) (2001) implemented EWP6. This 
policy arose out of the need for changes to be made to the provision of education 
and training so that it would be responsive and sensitive to a diverse range of 
learning needs (DoE, 2001). The right to basic education enforces the principle of 
the Children‟s Act (Act 41 of 2007) which is to always act in the best interest of 
the child. Teachers have the responsibility to ensure that learners with SLDs are 
supported fully and included in the process of learning. The EWP6 policy is 
particularly relevant for learners with SLDs because it ensures that one of the 
objectives of inclusive education is met, namely that no learner shall be left out 
nor discriminated against because of their academic difficulties (DoE, 2001).  
Unfortunately, the South African context makes it difficult to implement the policy 
of inclusive education. The implementation of inclusive education in South Africa 
has shown that additional complex contextual issues including funding 
constraints that affect the availability of resources, resultant overcrowded 
classrooms and school cultures that influence attitudes towards difference and 
disability, have complicated the implementation of the recommendations of 
EWP6 (Walton & Lloyd, 2011, p.4). The EWP6 policy acknowledges “the 
importance of providing an effective response to the unsatisfactory educational 
experiences of learners with special educational needs, including those within the 
mainstream whose educational needs are inadequately accommodated” (DoE, 
2001, p.12).  
With all the above-mentioned contextual issues, it might be a challenge for 
teachers to adequately support learners who have SLDs in their classrooms. In 
order to be more responsive to learners‟ needs, the Department of Basic 
Education introduced the Screening Identification Assessment and Support 
Policy (DBE, 2014), also known as SIAS.  
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“The purpose of SIAS is to provide a policy framework for the standardisation of 
the procedures to identify, assess and provide programmes for all learners who 
require additional support to enhance their participation and inclusion in school” 
(DBE, 2014, p.2). In a nutshell, all learners who have learning difficulties, for 
example, learners with SLDs, should be screened by their teachers and 
supported within the classroom. In an ideal South Africa, all teachers ought to be 
able to screen and support learners who have SLDs. However, there seems to 
be a gap between the policies and the actual implementations. “While legislation 
and policies are critical prerequisites, research has consistently demonstrated 
that teachers are the key to successful inclusion” (Woodcock & Vialle, 2015, p. 
252). Teachers need to have a voice and express their concerns as well as 
possible solutions to the challenges they are facing in the classrooms. It is 
therefore crucial that the professional development needs of teachers take some 
priority. An overview of the background will shed light on the nature and scope of 
the problem. 
1.2 MOTIVATION FOR THE STUDY 
My interest in the professional development needs of teachers in supporting 
learners with SLDs began when I started working as a Learner Support Educator 
in a Full-Service School (FSS). According to the SIAS policy, FSSs are ordinary 
schools that are inclusive and welcoming of all learners. In addition to that, FSSs 
increase participation and reduce exclusion by providing support to all learners to 
develop their full potential irrespective of their background, culture, abilities or 
disabilities, their gender or race (DBE 2014). My role is to provide remedial 
education to learners who are not coping with learning according to their grade 
level to the School-Based Support Team (SBST) by their teachers. I then work 
together with the SBST and the learners are screened to determine the level of 
support that is required. After screening, an Individual Support Plan (ISP) is 
designed for the learner and the support classes begin.  
Teacher‟s professional development needs in supporting learners with specific learning disorders 
14 
The ISP is reviewed regularly because the learners‟ progress needs to be 
tracked. More often than not, some learners return to class after a few terms of 
attending support classes. The learners who do not indicate any signs of 
improvement are then referred to the District-Based Support Team (DBST) in 
order to undergo further psychometric assessments. Learning support usually 
happens in small groups, with a maximum of six learners per session, twice a 
week and the learners receive one-on-one support. Placing the learners in small 
groups has proven to be effective because they have enough time to receive 
one-on-one support. Teachers cannot always manage this because of 
overcrowding in their classrooms as well as time constraints. 
The purpose of having learner support educators (LSEs) in schools is to provide 
extra support for learners who are experiencing learning difficulties in the 
classroom. According to the EWP6, inclusion is about supporting all learners, 
educators and the system as a whole so that a full range of learning needs can 
be met (DoE, 2001, p. 17). The reality is that most schools in South Africa are not 
FSSs. The teachers and the learners at my workplace are at an advantage 
because there is an LSE available. I was motivated to do this study because I 
thought about teachers who work in mainstream schools. Mainstream schools do 
not have LSEs on site. I have also observed that there are more mainstream 
schools than there are FSSs. In the area that I work there are three other primary 
schools and they are all mainstream. Furthermore, there are four high schools 
however none of them are Full-Service Schools. The limited number of Full-
Service Schools motivated me to do this research to find out what the 
professional development needs of teachers in supporting learners with SLDs 
are.  
1.3 STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM 
Teachers in South Africa today face considerable challenges; this is particularly 
due to the contexts in which these teachers work. They also find themselves in a 
climate of uncertainty, not because they face less job security than in the past, 
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but because they have to maintain discipline and authority in a democratic school 
environment, adapt to the new roles and major shifts in the curriculum, adapt to 
new policies and meet the demands of more informed and assertive parents 
(Adendorff, Mason, Modiba, Faragher & Kunene 2010). 
With all these challenges, it is not difficult to imagine that teachers who teach 
learners who have SLDs are experiencing a bigger scope of challenges. Children 
with SLDs need extra attention in terms of curriculum adaptation, teaching 
methods, availability of teaching and learning materials, assistive technology, 
assessment systems, as well as resources and funds for more assistance in 
adapting the school environment (Hay, Smith & Paulsen, 2001). Some teachers 
do not have the competence and specialised skills to support learners with SLDs; 
therefore, they may not be fully equipped to effectively teach them. 
As much as the SIAS policy is a well-intentioned and progressive policy, it does 
not guarantee that the professional development needs of teachers are met; 
neither does it guarantee that learners with SLDs will be adequately supported. 
Teachers play a crucial role in ensuring that all learners get access to education 
and reach their optimal potential. It is often said that a teacher can either make or 
break a child. The same is also true of implementing a policy such as SIAS which 
requires well-qualified and highly motivated teachers. Policies are ineffective if 
the people who are meant to implement them are not supported effectively; in 
this case, it is the teachers.  
“The quality of a community‟s education system relates directly to the economic 
success of the community. School success translates into tax revenues, real 
estate values, and community satisfaction" (Mizell, 2010, p. 1). When parents are 
asked what they want for their children, their response is that they want the best 
teacher possible for their children in every classroom. Research also confirms 
that quality of teaching is the most important factor contributing to a student‟s 
success in school (Mizell, 2010). However, it is important to note that this 
statement does not in any way imply that it is solely the teacher‟s responsibility to 
Teacher‟s professional development needs in supporting learners with specific learning disorders 
16 
support learners with SLDs; various other stakeholders such as parents, the 
school management team and remedial teachers also play a crucial role in 
supporting learners with SLDs. However, the teacher is the one at the forefront in 
terms of providing learner support. For this reason, it is important to identify the 
teachers‟ professional developing needs in supporting learners with SLDs. 
According to Masango (2013), schools in South Africa are, generally, of the 
opinion that managing the process of inclusive education is the sole responsibility 
of the DBE. Every school should have a fully functional SBST. The EWP6 (DoE 
2001) gives guidelines and points out the strengths of SBSTs. The SBST works 
with a variety of internal support structures to meet the needs of teachers who 
are supporting learners with specific learning needs. The reality is that most 
schools do not have a functional SBST and when an SBST is not fully functional, 
learners with SLDs will not be able to receive the support that they require. 
Moreover, when the SBSTs are not functioning it is highly unlikely that the 
professional development needs of teachers will be met.  
The core value of EWP6 (DoE, 2001) may have been lost along the way, as 
much of the focus and emphasis has been placed on the learners and not on 
what the teachers need to implement inclusive education. I am in no way 
implying that that is wrong; however, inclusion is about more than just the 
learners. According to EWP6 (DoE, 2001), inclusion is about supporting all 
learners, educators and the system as a whole so that a full range of learning 
needs can be met. The educators also need support and the education system 
as a whole needs to be reworked in order to be more inclusive. Providing 
effective support to learners who have SLDs might be difficult if the teachers‟ 
needs are not taken into consideration. Moreover, teachers will never be able to 
support learners if the education environment is not conducive to teaching and 
learning.  
Research by Hay et al. (2001) revealed important information about teachers‟ 
attitudes that have to be taken into account by policymakers who tend to focus 
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on knowledge, skills and practical support without giving much recognition to the 
implicit needs of teachers and the emotional aspects of teaching. The problem is 
that teachers are aware of the various challenges they face, particularly when 
working with learners who have SLDs. They know that they need to improve their 
teaching in order to be more accommodative of learners with SLDs, but they are 
seldom asked about what their professional developmental needs are. “Teachers 
are often expected to implement new policies and practices and cope with these 
changes without giving much consideration to their personal beliefs and rights” 
(Forlin, Hattie & Douglas, 1996, p. 2).  
Professional development is defined as engaging in activities that are intended to 
engage professionals in new learning about their professional practices (Knapp, 
2003). According Teräs & Kartoğlu (2017, p. 192) participating in professional 
development activities may or may not lead to professional learning. Professional 
learning cannot be mandated, coerced or controlled, but can be supported, 
facilitated and shaped (Webster-Wright, 2010). Professional development is a 
personal journey as it often results in personal growth. In the same vein, teachers 
need to know that they are responsible for their own professional development 
and growth.  
Teachers often attend workshops which may sometimes be of benefit to them; 
but most of the time they are not beneficial, as there is a repetition of information 
and it seems as if the communication between the teachers and the district 
officials is not very effective. It would be more effective if there was direct 
communication between the district officials and the teachers. In this way, the 
district officials would be aware of the teachers‟ needs and, in turn, address them 
effectively. According to Mizell (2010), professional development is the only 
strategy schools have to strengthen teachers‟ performance levels. It is also the 
only way teachers can learn so that they are able to better their performance and 
raise learner achievement. The DBE should thus ensure that all the workshops 
are relevant to the teachers and, most importantly, that they contribute positively 
towards their professional development needs.  
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1.4 RESEARCH QUESTION 
In light of the problem statement discussed above, the following research 
question was formulated: 
What are teachers‟ professional developmental needs in supporting learners with 
SLDs? 
1.5 AIM OF THE RESEARCH  
The research study was aimed at identifying and exploring the professional 
development needs of teachers in supporting learners with SLDs.  
1.6 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY Research is defined by Merriam (2009, p. 3) 
as a systematic process of inquiring into or investigating something in a 
systematic manner. By the end of the process, we should know more about the 
issue being researched than we did before engaging in the research. The 
following is a diagrammatic representation of the research methodology of this 
study: 
Qualitative research approach 
 
Interpretive research paradigm 
 
Generic qualitative research design 
 
Participant selection – purposive sampling 
 
Data collection methods – structured interviews, observations and document analysis 
 
Data analysis – thematic data analysis 
 
Figure 1.1: Representation of research methodology  
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1.6.1 Research approach 
A researcher enters the research process holding a specific approach, a “set of 
interrelated assumptions about the social world which provides a philosophical 
and conceptual framework for the organised study of that world” (Filstead, 1979, 
p. 34). The approach guides the researcher in terms of the philosophical 
assumptions about the research as well in the selection of tools, instruments, 
participants and methods used in the study (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). This study 
used a qualitative research approach. According to Richards (2015), qualitative 
research refers to a way of studying people and their social worlds by going 
there, observing them closely in their natural settings, and learning how they 
understand their situations and account for their behaviour.  
Qualitative data is collected by engaging with the participants to elicit themes 
through their perspectives and ideas. The core of this approach is centred on 
understanding and making meaning from individual perspectives (Mack, 
Woodsong, McQueen, Guest, & Namey, 2005). These perspectives are key 
features in qualitative research as they provide broader perspectives which 
enable us to view a certain topic from a variety of perspectives. I wanted to 
understand each teacher‟s professional development journey in working with 
learners with SLDs. Teachers are individuals, and their strategies and their 
needs are thus different. 
1.6.2 Research paradigm  
This research was guided by the interpretive paradigm. An interpretive paradigm, 
like the functionalist paradigm, belongs to the sociology of regulation and its 
purpose is to understand the world from the individual‟s viewpoint. It is 
nomothetic, anti-positivistic, using subjective first-hand knowledge (Karnevio, 
2007). All participants may be based in the same school and teach the same 
learners as far as the context of the school is concerned; however, their 
experiences will differ depending on each individual‟s perception as well as their 
day-to-day experiences in the classroom. This linked perfectly to my objective as 
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the responses highlighted each professional‟s development needs related to 
working with learners who have SLDs. This will also enable me to compare their 
responses on this topic.  
1.6.3 Research design 
The term “research design means drawing a tentative outline, a blueprint and a 
scheme, planning or arranging a strategy of conducting research with a thorough 
knowledge about research methodology” (Peniel, 2015, p. 1). Careful research 
design requires that certain guidelines and procedures are used in order to 
achieve an authentic and relevant investigation and maintain a professional 
standard. It provides a logical and systematic plan for collecting data, measuring 
and analysing data, and preparing for a research study (Peniel, 2015).  
This research study was aimed at identifying the professional development 
needs of teachers in supporting learners with SLDs. This study used a generic 
qualitative design. The generic qualitative design – also called basic qualitative 
or, simply, interpretive – can stand alone as a researcher‟s articulated approach 
(Merriam, 2009). The definition of a generic qualitative study is clearest when it is 
defined in the negative: it is research that “is not guided by an explicit or 
established set of philosophic assumptions in the form of one of the known [or 
more established] qualitative methodologies” (Caelli, Ray, & Mill 2003, p. 4). I 
selected this research design because it provided me as with flexibility and 
allowed for creativity throughout the process of conducting the research.  
1.6.4 The participants 
“The sampling method involves taking a representative selection of the 
population and using the data collected as research information” (Latham, 2007, 
p. 1). The sampling technique that I used was purposive sampling. Latham 
(2007) wrote that purposive sampling involves selecting a sample on the basis of 
your own knowledge of the population, its elements and the nature of your 
research aims “This method is useful if a researcher wants to study a small 
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subset of a larger population in which many members of the subset are easily 
identified but the enumeration of all is nearly impossible” (Latham, 2007, p. 8).  
This study had five participants: the SBST coordinator, two Heads of Department 
(each phase will be represented), and lastly, two teachers, one in the Foundation 
Phase and one in the Intermediate Phase. I selected the SBST coordinator 
because the coordinator is the teacher in charge of ensuring that all learners 
receive the support they need. The use of two teachers from different phases 
was important because the professional development needs of a Grade 1 
teacher might be different from the professional development needs of a Grade 7 
teacher. The HODs were also significant to this study because not only were they 
part of the school management team – they were also actively involved in 
teaching. 
1.6.5 Data collection methods  
Qualitative research methods were selected in order to establish the professional 
development needs of teachers in supporting learners with SLDs. Qualitative 
data is collected by engaging with the participants to elicit from them their 
perspectives and ideas. The core of this approach is centred on understanding 
and making meaning from individual perspectives (Mack et al., 2005). 
Data collection is a process by which the researcher collects the information from 
all the relevant sources to find answers to the research (Braun, 2017). Data was 
collected using interviews, observations and document analysis.  
1.6.5.1 Interviews  
According to Kumar (2001), an interview is a method used to collect information 
from people. Another precise definition is that any person-to-person interaction 
between two or more individuals with a specific purpose in mind is called an 
interview (Kumar, 2001). For this research, data was collected using individual, 
face-to-face, semi-structured interviews. “Semi-structured interviews employ a 
blend of closed- and open-ended questions, often accompanied by follow-up why 
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or how questions” (Adams, 2015, p. 493). Unstructured interviews, on the other 
hand, are like a friendly and spontaneous conversation, which means that 
different factors and new information could derail the whole process of the 
interview and that would make it challenging to generate themes. The reason for 
selecting semi-structured interviews was to ensure that the participants were 
asked the same set of questions and it would therefore be easier to generate 
possible themes. 
According to Adams (2015), semi-structured interviewing provides room for 
probing, clarification and further discussion of important and relevant issues that 
arise during the interviews. The semi-structured interview guide is a schedule 
that lists the set of questions, which are open-ended, prepared in advance by the 
researcher to guide the interaction between the researcher and the respondents. 
All the participants had the same set of questions but their responses varied. 
One of the benefits of using semi-structured interviews was that it ensured data 
comparability. 
1.6.5.2 Observation 
According to Silverman (2008), observation is a method of data collection in 
which researchers observe within a specific research field. The value of 
participant observation was that the researcher is better able to understand and 
capture the context within which people interact. It also provides first-hand 
experience of the setting, thus leaving the researcher open to discover and 
induce, rather than guess what the context is like. The researcher may also see 
things that routinely escape awareness of the participant using a different 
method, and lastly, it provides a chance to learn things that people may be 
unwilling to discuss in an interview (Silverman, 2008). 
I went into the classrooms and observed the teachers as they are teaching. I 
observed in particular how they interacted with the learners who have SLDs. The 
observations helped in terms of watching them during the actual teaching 
process and it gave me first-hand experience and allowed me to record 
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information as it occurred in a setting. It also provided me with the opportunity to 
learn new information that I might have missed during the interview process. 
These observations were also important for the triangulation process.  
1.6.5.3 Document analysis 
Document analysis is a systematic procedure for reviewing or evaluating 
documents, both printed and electronic material. Like other analytical methods in 
qualitative research, document analysis requires that data be examined and 
interpreted in order to elicit meaning, gain understanding and develop empirical 
knowledge (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). According to Bowen (2009), organisational 
and institutional documents have been a staple in qualitative research for many 
years.  
The instrument that was used to collect data was the Integrated Quality 
Management System (IQMS). The IQMS identifies the strengths and 
weaknesses of the teaching staff and draws up programmes for individual 
development to ensure a better quality of education (Mahlaela, 2011). The IQMS 
is aimed at ensuring that teachers identify their professional development needs. 
This helped me with triangulating the information from the interviews and 
observations. It was also interesting to see how some of the responses from the 
interviews correlated with the information found in the IQMS documents.  
1.6.6 DATA ANALYSIS  
Marshall and Rossman (1999) described data analysis as “the process of 
bringing order, structure and meaning to the mass of collected data” (p. 150). 
They further described it as messy, ambiguous and time-consuming, but also as 
a creative and fascinating process. Creswell (2012) wrote that analysing 
qualitative data requires understanding on how to make sense of the text so that 
answers to the research question can be formed. Table 1.1 below shows the six 
steps for data analysis as outlined by Creswell (2012, p. 237): 
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Table 1.1 
Steps in data analysis 
Step 1:  Collect the data  
Step 2:  Prepare and organise data for analysis 
Step 3:  Read through all the data 
Step 4:  Code the data 
Step 5: Code the text for descriptions to be used in the research report 
Step 6:  Code the text for themes to be used in the research report 
 
Because of the subjective quality and depth of the data gathered when working 
with qualitative research processes and procedures, the data analysis requires 
the researcher to immerse themselves in the data in order to gain a rich and full 
understanding of the data collected (Creswell, 2012). With qualitative data 
analysis, the mass of words generated by interviews or observational data needs 
to be described and summarised. Thematic data analysis was used to uncover 
the themes within the data and to refine the research plan.  
Thematic analysis is a type of qualitative analysis. It is used to analyse 
classifications and present themes (patterns) that relate to the data. It describes 
the data in great detail and deals with diverse subjects via interpretations 
(Boyatzis, 1998). Thematic analysis is considered the most appropriate for any 
study that seeks to discover using interpretations. It provides a systematic 
approach to data analysis. It allows the researcher to associate analysis of the 
frequency of a theme with the content as a whole. “This will confer accuracy and 
intricacy and enhance the research‟s whole meaning. Qualitative research 
requires understanding and collecting diverse aspects and data” (Alhojailan, 
2012, p. 40). The interview transcripts were used to compare the data and to 
generate themes using thematic analysis.  
1.7 TRUSTWORTHINESS 
Research findings must be as trustworthy as possible and every research study 
must be evaluated in relation to the procedures used to generate the findings 
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(Graneheim & Lundman, 2004, p. 109). According to Lincoln and Guba (1985), 
trustworthiness is the manner in which the researcher is able to convince the 
audience that the findings of the study are worth paying attention to and that the 
research is of a high quality. In order to conduct a more trustworthy study that is 
representative and a true reflection of the findings, the four criteria of 
dependability, credibility, transferability and conformability proposed by Guba 
were considered throughout the research process (Creswell, 2012). I will use this 
model as a guide to ensure that trustworthiness is obtained and that the results 
obtained will be as accurate as possible. 
 
Figure 1.2: Lincoln and Guba‟s criteria of trustworthiness 
Source: (Adapted from Lincoln and Guba, 1985) 
1.7.1 Credibility 
Credibility is defined as the confidence that can be placed in the truth of the 
research findings. It establishes whether or not the research findings represent 
plausible information drawn from the participants‟ original data and is a correct 
interpretation of the participants‟ original views (Graneheim & Lundman, 2004). In 
this study, credibility was achieved through constant supervision from my 
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1.7.2 Confirmability 
Confirmability refers to the degree to which the results of an inquiry could be 
confirmed or corroborated by other researchers (Baxter & Eyles, 1997). 
Confirmability is “concerned with establishing that data and interpretations of the 
findings are not figments of the inquirer‟s imagination, but are clearly derived 
from the data” (Tobin & Begley, 2004, p. 392). For qualitative researchers, the 
best strategy for dealing with misinformation, evasion and lies is to be sceptical 
about information what they feel might not be correct (Anney, 2014). In this 
study, confirmability was achieved through remaining neutral at times during the 
process by not imposing any of my views on the participants.  
1.7.3 Transferability 
Transferability refers to the extent to which the findings can be transferred to the 
settings or groups that are similar to the particular study (Graneheim, 2004, p. 
110). This study provided clear details of the participants, the school they are 
working at, as well as the context of the school. This made it clear for the reader 
and enables the reader to apply the findings of this study to other similar 
contexts.  
1.7.4 Dependability 
Dependability refers to the stability of findings over time (Bitsch, 2005, p. 86). 
Dependability involves participants evaluating the findings and the interpretation 
and recommendations of the study to make sure that they are all supported by 
the data received from the informants of the study (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 
2011; Tobin & Begley, 2004). In this study, dependability was achieved by 
providing a thorough explanation of how the data was collected and analysed. 
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1.8 ETHICAL MEASURES 
1.8.1 Informed consent 
Informed consent ensures that people are fully cognisant and knowledgeable 
about the research study before they decide to participate (Mack et al., 2005). 
For this research study, informed consent was obtained from the University of 
Johannesburg‟s Faculty of Education Committee was first obtained from the 
University of Johannesburg Ethics Committee (Ethical Clearance Number: Sem 
2-2019-006) (Appendix A) and thereafter from the school through the Gauteng 
Department of Education (Appendix B). According to the Health Professions Act 
(2006) (Act 56 of 1974, as amended), psychologists need to obtain the written 
informed consent of the client concerned before conducting research, providing 
assessment, psychotherapy, counselling or consulting services. The participants 
also received consent letters to sign before the data collection process and they 
were given copies of the letters to keep (Appendix C). 
1.8.2 Best interests of the participant  
It is important that the participants feel comfortable during the interview. They 
were made aware that they have the right to withdraw themselves from the study 
at any point should they ever feel uncomfortable in any way. This was a way of 
ensuring that the researcher has respect for the autonomy of the participants. 
This research was in no way aimed at harming the participants. I also advised 
the participants to see a psychologist if the interviewing process evoked any past 
traumatic memories or previously unresolved emotions. While all social research 
intrudes to some extent into people‟s lives, qualitative research is often more 
intrusive. Qualitative research often deals with the most sensitive and deeply 
personal issues in people‟s lives, and ethical issues inevitably accompany the 
collection of such information. 
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1.8.3 Privacy and confidentiality  
All individuals conducting research involving human participants have a duty to 
keep their participants information confidential through all stages of the research 
process (Ryerson University, 2017). I ensured the privacy and confidentiality of 
the participants and their comments by firstly withholding their identity by making 
use of pseudonyms. Secondly, the name of the school was not mentioned 
throughout the study. This was to ensure that I, as the researcher, did not violate 
the participants‟ rights to privacy and confidentiality. 
1.9 CONCEPT CLARIFICATION 
District-Based Support Team (DBST): A management structure at district level, 
the responsibility of which is to coordinate and promote inclusive education 
through training; curriculum delivery; distribution of resources; infrastructure 
development; and identification, assessment and addressing of barriers to 
learning. The DBST must provide leadership and general management to ensure 
that schools within the district are inclusive centres of learning, care and support. 
Leadership for the structure must be provided by the District Senior Management 
that could designate transversal teams to provide support (DBE, 2014, p. viii). 
Full-Service Schools: Such schools increase participation and reduce exclusion 
by providing support to all learners to develop their full potential irrespective of 
their background, culture, abilities or disabilities, their gender or race. These 
schools should be strengthened and orientated to address a full range of barriers 
to learning in an inclusive education setting so as to serve as flagship schools of 
full inclusivity (DBE, 2014, p. xi). 
Inclusive education: Inclusive education specifically focuses on inclusion in 
education and educational institutions. The two fundamental concerns in 
education today are the quest for excellence in teaching and the intensive effort 
to offer equal opportunities for all learners (Dreyer, 2017). 
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Individual Support Plan (ISP): A plan designed for learners who need 
additional support or expanded opportunities, developed by teachers in 
consultation with the parents and the SBST (DBE, 2014, p. ix) 
Neurodevelopmental disorders: Disorders that include intellectual disability, 
communication disorders, Autism Spectrum Disorders, Attention Deficit 
Hyperactivity Disorders, SLDs and motor disorders (APA, 2013).  
Professional development: Activities that are intended to engage professionals 
in new learning about their professional practice (Knapp, 2003). This a process of 
adult learning which occurs as one develops the desire to improve and enhance 
one‟s knowledge and skills in order to meet the ever-changing challenges of 
one‟s needs and roles (Shapiro & Last, 2002). 
School-Based Support Teams (SBSTs): Teams established by schools in the 
General and Further Education phase, as a school-level support mechanism, 
whose primary function is to put co-ordinated school, learner and teacher support 
in place. Leadership for the SBST is provided by the school principal to ensure 
that the school becomes an inclusive centre of learning, care and support. This 
team is the same as an Institution-level Support Team (DBE, 2014, p. xi). 
1.10 COMPOSITION OF THE RESEARCH REPORT 
The remainder of the research report is structured as follows: 
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Figure 1.3: Composition of research report  
1.11 CHAPTER SUMMARY 
Chapter 1 provided an orientation for the reader. The background to the research 
study indicated that learners who have SLDs require a great deal of support from 
their teachers in order to ensure that the objective of inclusive education is 
achieved in South Africa. The problem statement highlighted the need for 
professional development among teachers and the usefulness of this research. 
The aim of this research was stated as the exploration of the professional 
development needs of teachers in supporting learners with SLDs. The research 
design and methodology within an interpretive paradigm and qualitative 
methodology used in this research was also explained. The concept of 
trustworthiness was discussed and the ethical considerations of this research 
were highlighted. 
The next chapter presents a review of the literature related to SLDs. 
  
Chapter 2 
•The focus of Chapter 2 provides an in-depth review of the literature  which 
informed and guided the study.  
Chapter 3 
•Research findings of the study are presented in Chapter 3, including an 
analysis thereof, with reference to the theoretical framework and relevant 
literature reviewed in Chapter 2.  
Chapter 4 
•Limitations and strengths of the study are presented in Chapter 4, as well as a 
conclusion and an overview of the study. In addition, recommendations are 
made in order to inform future policy development and research on teachers‟ 
professional development in supporting learners with specific learning disorders 
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CHAPTER 2 
LITERATURE REVIEW  
2.1 INTRODUCTION 
This chapter provided a literature overview of the professional development 
needs of teachers in supporting learners with Specific Learning Disorders. This 
review of literature does not seek to provide information on all studies done in the 
field; however, it does seek to provide an overview of some of the literature which 
is directly relevant to this study. The chapter begins with defining the term SLDs 
and then takes into account different factors that influence this definition as well 
as the various types of SLDs. The various factors that influence the term 
professional development‟ was also discussed in this chapter.  
Furthermore, the international and South African perspective on teacher 
professional development in relation to special needs education is discussed in 
this chapter. In addition to this, the theoretical framework informing this study is 
explained. Finally, this chapter concludes by providing an overview of the South 
African legislation supporting professional development and special needs 
education.  
2.2 SPECIFIC LEARNING DISORDERS  
Cortiella and Horowitz (2014) defined the term “Specific Learning Disorder” as a 
disorder in which one or more of the basic psychological processes involved in 
understanding or in using language, spoken or written, which disorder may 
manifest itself in the imperfect ability to listen, think, speak, read, write, spell, or 
do mathematical calculations. Examples of SLDs include conditions such as 
perceptual disabilities, brain injury, minimal brain dysfunction, dyslexia, and 
developmental aphasia (IDEA, 1990). Harwell and Jackson (2008) wrote that 
SLDs are not obvious physical disabilities and have often been referred to as the 
“hidden handicap”. Problems that are primarily the result of visual, hearing, or 
motor disabilities, of mental retardation, of emotional disturbance, or of 
Teacher‟s professional development needs in supporting learners with specific learning disorders 
32 
environmental, cultural, or economic disadvantage are not examples of SLDs 
(Cortiella & Horowitz, 2014).  
Dzalani and Shamsuddin (2014) wrote that the Hong Kong Society of Child 
Neurology and Developmental Paediatrics refers to SLDs as a group of disorders 
manifested as significant difficulties in the acquisition and use of listening, 
speaking, reading, writing or mathematical abilities, despite access to 
conventional teaching. These disorders are intrinsic to the individual and 
neurobiological in origin, with onset in childhood and extending beyond it. In the 
United Kingdom, the term „learning disabilities‟ or „learning disorders‟ is used to 
refer to those with lower intellectual functioning (Heslop & Abbott, 2009).  
According to Dzalani and Shamsuddin (2014), with regard to services in many 
developed countries, and with a more standardised definition of SLDs, such as 
the United States, United Kingdom and Canada, services for persons with SLDs 
have become a national concern. “Since persons with SLDs have the intellectual 
capacity to learn but experienced difficulties in specific cognitive and processing 
functions, students in these countries were placed in mainstream classes but are 
provided with academic support and accommodations” (Dzalani & Shamsuddin, 
2014, p. 3). However, this is slightly more challenging in the South African 
context. “South Africa does not yet have a standard and nationally accepted tool 
to measure the prevalence of disabilities” (Nel & Grosser, 2016, p. 84). According 
to Nel and Grosser (2016), defining and discussing learning disabilities in the 
South African context is a profoundly complicated issue. Although the DSM-V 
(APA, 2013) provides relatively clear-cut criteria for diagnosing an SLD, there are 
several factors that play a role before a learner can be described as having a 
learning disability in South Africa. 
According to the APA (2013), SLDs are indicated by the presence of at least one 
of the symptoms as identified in the DSM-V (Figure 2.1) that has persisted for at 
least six months, despite the provision of interventions that target these 
difficulties. 
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Figure 2.1: The diagnostic criteria for SLDs 
Source: (Adapted from the APA, 2013) 
“The four symptoms of SLDs are to be met based on a clinical synthesis of the 
individual‟s history (developmental, medical, family, educational), school reports, 
and psycho-educational assessment” (APA, 2013, p. 67). Furthermore, the 
diagnosis of SLDs requires the evidence of persistent difficulties in reading, 
writing, arithmetic, or mathematical reasoning skills during the formal years of 
schooling (Cortiella et al., 2014). An official SLD diagnosis can only be made by 
an educational psychologist. Although the professional scope of teachers does 
not allow them to diagnose SLDs, it is important for teachers to be aware of the 
specific symptoms to look out for so that they can be able to refer the learner to 
the relevant professionals. 
• Inaccurate or slow and effortful word reading (e.g., 
reads single words aloud incorrectly or slowly and 
hesitantly, frequently guesses words, has difficulty 
sounding out words). 
A 
•The affected academic skills are substantially and 
quantifiably below those expected for the individual‟s 
chronological age, and cause significant interference 
with academic or occupational performance, or with 
activities of daily living, as confirmed by individually 
administered standardized achievement measures 
and comprehensive clinical assessment. For 
individuals age 17 years and older, a documented 
history of impairing learning difficulties may be 
substituted for the standardized assessment. 
B 
•The learning difficulties begin during school-age years 
but may not become fully manifest until the demands 
for those affected academic skills exceed the 
individual‟s limited capacities (e.g., as in timed tests, 
reading or writing lengthy complex reports for a tight 
deadline, excessively heavy academic loads). 
C 
•The learning difficulties are not better accounted for by 
intellectual disabilities, uncorrected visual or auditory 
acuity, other mental or neurological disorders, 
psychosocial adversity, lack of proficiency in the 
language of academic instruction, or inadequate 
educational instruction. 
D 
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SLDs are often consolidated into a single type (Cheryl & Wills, 2014). However, 
according to the APA (2013), SLDs are divided into four subtypes, namely; with 
impairment in reading, with impairment in written expression, with impairment in 
mathematics and subtypes within. It is of paramount importance that teachers 
are able to differentiate between the different types of SLDs. SLDs with 
impairment in reading are characterised by specific reading disorders; specific 
and significant impairment in the developmental of reading skills which are not 
accounted for mental age; visual acuity problems; or inadequate schooling. The 
child‟s reading performance should be significantly below the level expected 
based on age, general intelligence and school placement. Performance is best 
assessed by means of an individually administered standardised test of reading 
accuracy and reading comprehension (Shah, Sagar, Somaiya, & Nagpal, 2019).  
SLDs with impairment in written expression are characterised by specific and 
significant impairment in the developmental of spelling skills in the absence of a 
history of a specific reading disorder which is not solely accounted for by low 
mental age, visual acuity problems or inadequate schooling (Shah et al., 2019). 
Dednam (2005) wrote that most learners who experience spoken language and 
reading problems also experience problems in written language, as written 
language is the highest level of language use. SLDs with impairment in 
mathematics are characterised by specific impairment in arithmetical skills which 
is not solely explicable because of general mental retardation or of grossly 
inadequate schooling (Shah et al., 2019). According to Shah et al. (2019), the 
child‟s arithmetical performance should be significantly below the level expected 
on the basis of age, general intelligence and school placement. Performance is 
best assessed by means of an individually administered standardised test of 
arithmetic skills. Failure to understand the concepts underlying arithmetical 
operations and lack of understanding of mathematical terms or signs are 
evidence of impairments in  mathematics. 
Lastly, SLDs and subtypes within are characterised by an inadequately 
conceptualised but necessary residual category of disorders in which both 
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arithmetical and reading or spelling skills are significantly impaired but in which 
the disorder is not solely explicable in terms of general mental retardation or 
inadequate schooling. These various types of SLDs indicate that although the 
term SLD is broad, It is possible to differentiate one type of SLD from another.  
Pesova, Sivevska, and Runceva (2014) wrote that identification of symptoms is 
an important process that enables detection of children with SLDs, with the 
ultimate goal to provide appropriate treatment and support needed for successful 
functioning in and out of school. Usually, the first signs of SLDs appear as early 
as in preschool. But identification is rarely performed before the end of preschool, 
or before Grade 1. Suspected SLDs are generally confirmed in the course of 
primary schooling. Agrawal (2015) wrote that there are one or two learners who 
have learning disabilities in every classroom. Agrawal (2015) wrote that in every 
classroom, there are about one or two learners who have Specific Learning 
Disorders. “At the primary level the teachers should play a vital role in identifying 
children with learning disorders” (Agrawal, 2015, p. 34).  
 
According to Agrawal (2015), the right type of teacher with right type of 
knowledge and skills or competencies can do better justice to the children with 
learning disorders than a teacher with general pedagogic backgrounds. 
“Teachers are required to have  specific knowledge of different types of  learning 
disorders (Agrawal 2015). If teachers are not properly empowered and informed 
about SLDs, both the teachers and learners will be at a great disadvantage; the 
former will not be able to effectively cater for the needs of the latter. The reality is 
that teachers are bound to come across learners with SLDs in their classrooms 
and it is important for teachers to understand what SLDs entail.  
2.3 PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT 
Darling-Hammond, Hyler, and Gardner (2017) defined effective professional 
development as structured professional learning that results in changes in 
teacher practices and improvements in student learning outcomes. The Teaching 
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and Learning International Survey provided the following broad definition of 
professional development among teachers: the activities that develop an 
individual‟s skills, knowledge, expertise and other characteristics as a teacher 
(Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development [OECD], 2009). Both 
these definitions imply that professional development leads to a change and 
improvement. According to the Interstate New Teacher Assessment and Support 
Consortium (InTASC) model (2013), good teaching is not an accident. While 
some teachers are more naturally gifted than others, all effective teaching is the 
result of study, reflection, practice, and hard work. A teacher can never know 
enough about how a student learns, what impedes the student‟s learning, and 
how the teacher‟s instruction can increase the student‟s learning. 
Dabbagh and Kitsantas (2012) wrote that the definition of professional 
development recognises that development can be provided in many ways, 
ranging from the formal to the informal professional development. According to 
McCarthy (2016), teacher professional development is traditionally viewed from a 
formal learning lens and it can be described as activities that are sponsored and 
structured to achieve a specific educational purpose. Examples of formal 
professional development is learning that occurs in prescribed settings such as 
classrooms, conferences, and workshops (McCarthy, 2016). According to 
Dabbagh and Kitsantas (2012), the results of these formal professional 
development activities often generate grades, certificates, continuing education 
credits, or diplomas. Formal professional development can be planned at a 
variety of levels. Administrators can plan courses offered at the district level or 
principals and teachers can plan workshops at the school level. Schools and 
districts may also reach out to independent educational organisations to conduct 
specialist training as many of these organisations serve as experts on a 
particular instructional strategy or teaching philosophy (Magestro & Stanford-
Blair, 2000). 
In addition to participating in courses and workshops, teachers also actively 
engage in informal learning which forms part of informal professional 
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development. These activities are dependent upon the teachers themselves and 
include “observation, trial and error, asking for help, conversing with others, 
listening to stories, [and] reflecting on a day's events” (Dabbagh & Kitsantas, 
2012, p. 4). Although these activities may not appear to facilitate learning in a 
traditional sense, they serve an important function in teacher development. 
One example of informal professional development has resulted from the 
professionalisation of the education field is a Professional Learning Community 
(Lieberman & Pointer Mace, 2009). Professional Learning Communities are often 
formed by grade level, subject area, common interests, or strategic 
interdisciplinary partnerships. According to Stoll (2006), there are five common 
characteristics of a Professional Learning Community: group members should 
have shared values and vision where participants have a shared sense of 
purpose focused on the individual needs of students, and should take collective 
responsibility understanding that each professional has the responsibility to be 
committed to the group and uphold accountability.  
The above-mentioned types of professional development imply that both types 
are important and each has its own significance in the journey of professional 
development. The key would be to find a balance between the two. It is also 
important to note that the type of professional development needs identified by 
the participants will determine whether or not they require formal professional 
development, informal professional development or both. Professional 
development thus falls into a broad spectrum.  
In addition to the two types of professional development, the literature also 
supports the evaluation of teacher professional learning by implementation 
model. Although teacher professional development can take place in many 
forms, Hall (2007) succinctly classifies all teacher professional development into 
three distinct categories: district-wide, site-based, and individual-improvement. 
The South African Council of Education (SACE) (2012) identified three types of 
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professional development activities, which are namely; teacher-initiated, school-
initiated and externally initiated. 
Figure 2.2 shows the link between Hall‟s (2007) classification of professional 
development and SACE‟s (2012) three types of professional activities. 
 
Figure 2.2: Model of professional development link to SACE development 
portfolio 
Source: (Adapted from Hall, 2007 & SACE, 2012) 
The individual-improvement professional development is linked with teacher-
initiated professional development activities and is focused on the self-directed 
learning efforts of teachers. Teachers reflect on their practices in the classroom 
and create a plan to address their learning needs (Hall, 2007). Fishman, Marx, 
Best, and Tal (2003) contended “that professional development should 
fundamentally be about teacher learning: changes in the knowledge, beliefs, and 
attitudes of teachers that led to the acquisition of new skills, new concepts, and 
new processes related to the work of teaching” (p. 645). Furthermore: 
The individual-improvement model of professional development empowers 
teachers to take charge of their own learning and enables them to make 
transformational changes in the classroom. It is clear that professional 
development activities must meet a set of standards in order to be 
effective at the district, school, and individual levels. (McCarthy, 2016, p. 
18) 
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Professional development is a personal lifelong journey. The onus is on the 
teacher to ensure that professional development occurs.  
The site-based professional development activities are linked with school-
initiated professional development activities. Professional learning situations 
provided at individual school sites are seen as effective forms of training because 
they encourage collaborative planning, implementation, and evaluation amongst 
participants (McCarthy, 2016). According to Hall (2007), site-based professional 
development is a rather new model. It “emerges from local needs and interests; 
is relevant to the teachers, students, and school communities; and is open to a 
wide variety of methods” (King-Rice & Newman, 2001, p. 20). Site-based 
professional development can be tailored to meet the individual needs of a 
school by focusing on student achievement and creating a collaborative culture 
where teachers discuss their issues and learn from one another (Garet, Porter, 
Desimone, Birman, & Yoon 2001). Since site-based models are designed to 
address the unique challenges of schools, activities can take many forms such 
as action research, coaching, mentoring, analysis of student work, and self-
directed learning projects (Hall, 2007). 
District-wide professional development is linked to externally initiated 
professional development activities. These are the types of learning opportunities 
that address a greater vision of desired teacher practices, enable teachers to 
share resources and collaborate across content areas and grade levels, and 
provide greater efficiency in the sharing of knowledge (Guskey, 2000). 
Programmatic choices in district-wide professional development are often based 
on past attendance or needs assessments developed by school district 
personnel; workshops are then created to fill the identified gaps (Hall, 2007). 
Guskey (2000) wrote that district-wide professional development models have 
been criticised because they provide training that addresses what the district 
feels is relevant, instead of focusing on the true needs of teachers and 
administrators. 
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The above-mentioned types of professional development indicate that the scope 
of professional development for teachers is indeed broad. Professional 
development is broad and it serves a number of purposes. Bredeson (2001) 
wrote that the essence of professional development is to give teachers learning 
opportunities that engage their creative and reflective capabilities and strengthen 
their practice. What works for one professional may not work for another as 
professional development is personal journey. It is also important to note that 
professional development is not a linear process and can occur in a variety of 
ways and a one-size-fits-all approach is unlikely to succeed. 
2.4 THE INTERNATIONAL PERSPECTIVE ON TEACHER PROFESSIONAL 
DEVELOPMENT IN RELATION TO SPECIAL NEEDS EDUCATION 
In this section, different international perspectives on teachers‟ professional 
development in relation to special needs education are discussed and compared. 
Inclusive education is a nationwide phenomenon. Nations around the world are 
currently embarked in deep reforms of their education systems (Bautista & 
Ortega Ruiz, 2015). In June 1994, more than 300 participants representing 92 
governments and 25 international organisations met in Salamanca, Spain, to 
further the objective of Education for All. This was done by considering the 
fundamental policy shifts required to promote the approach of inclusive 
education, namely enabling schools to serve all children, particularly those with 
special educational needs (UNESCO, 1994). 
The purpose of the Salamanca Statement is to ensure that the application of the 
fundamental principle of inclusive schools, namely, ensuring that all children 
should learn together, wherever possible, regardless of any difficulties or 
differences they may have (UNESCO, 1994). One of the most substantial 
changes introduced relates to the dramatic transformation in the types and 
nature of learning outcomes expected from students. Ambitious learning goals, 
including both academic and non-academic outcomes, have been set in many 
countries (Todd, 2010). 
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Dzalani and Shamsuddin (2014) maintained that, in the United Kingdom and 
Canada, learners with SLDs who have the intellectual capacity to learn but 
experience difficulties in specific cognitive and processing functions are placed in 
mainstream classes but are provided with academic support and 
accommodations. Students with Special Education Needs in India are 
segregated and served by different providers than students in the mainstream 
(National Council of Educational Research and Training [NCERT], 2006). 
O‟Keefe, (2008) wrote that many children falling in the category of specific 
learning needs are significantly marginalised in the Australian education system. 
The above-mentioned countries indicate that inclusive education is experienced 
and accessed differently in different countries and this calls for the further 
professional development of all teachers across the world to ensure that no 
learner is left behind.  
For teachers to teach in an inclusive school and collaborate with one another, 
they need to acquire, through pre-service and in-service training, a common 
vision, conceptual framework and language, and a set of instructional and 
technical skills to work with the needs of diverse learners. Professional 
development must prepare educators for collaboration and support, and assist 
them in understanding their relative roles and responsibilities in the inclusion 
effort (Bautista & Ortwga-Ruiz, 2015). 
Ainscow (1999), a prominent researcher in inclusive education, maintains that if 
staff development is to impact thinking and practice significantly, it needs to be 
linked to school development and, therefore, needs to be school-based and 
context-focused. Staff development is more powerful in encouraging improved 
teaching practices when it is set within the school context and addresses day-to-
day concerns of teachers. These types of experiences cannot be obtained from 
only attending workshops. The ability to transfer knowledge into everyday 
classroom practice requires planned application and “on-the-job” support. This 
requires that time be set aside for educators to work in teams and support one 
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another (Ainscow, 1999). This is particularly important for teachers who work in 
schools that cater for learners with a variety of needs such as SLDs.  
Garet et al. (2001) identified the following five key features that make 
professional development successful in the United Kingdom: content focus, 
active learning, coherence, sustained duration, and collective participation. In 
Finland, things are done differently and teachers are given freedom and flexibility 
as far as their professional development is concerned. According to Niemi 
(2015), teachers in Finland are seen as developers of themselves and the school 
community. Even during pre-service training, they are provided with opportunities 
to work in contexts that foster their autonomy and agency. It is understandable 
why different countries have different approaches to professional development 
because the countries each have their own unique contextual elements. 
Martin (2015) wrote that teacher professional development policies need to be 
coherent with more global policies aimed at enhancing the quality of education. 
The Salamanca Statement has done an exceptional job in ensuring that learners 
with special education needs are recognised and given the best access to quality 
education. This global policy requires an additional policy that focuses on teacher 
professional development in implementing inclusive education across the world.  
2.5 THE SOUTH AFRICAN PERSPECTIVE ON TEACHER PROFESSIONAL 
DEVELOPMENT IN RELATION TO SPECIAL NEEDS EDUCATION 
South Africa was one of the countries that signed the Salamanca Statement in 
Spain 1994. The Salamanca Statement advocates for inclusive education for all 
learners, especially learners who have special educational needs (UNESCO, 
1994). Although South Africa signed the Salamanca Statement in 1994, real 
effective change only occurred in 2001 when the EWP6 policy was implemented. 
The need for the EWP6 arose from the inequalities of the apartheid system which 
led to the marginalisation of learners who were in previously disadvantaged 
areas (DoE 2001).  
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The EWP6 (2001) recommended the identification of intrinsic and extrinsic 
barriers to learning, for example, environmental, systemic and pedagogical 
factors causing barriers to learning. The purpose of this was to move away from 
the categorisation of learners as a result of their disability and to acknowledge 
that there are various intrinsic and extrinsic factors causing barriers to learning 
and development for learners (Nel & Grosser, 2016). It has been 19 years since 
the policy that advocates for inclusive education was introduced; however, there 
are still gaps in its implementation. Perhaps, part of the problem is that teachers 
are inadequately prepared to implement the policy. “South Africa requires quality 
teachers who are appropriately trained and developed to meet the evolving 
challenges and needs of the developing country” (DoE, 2007 p. 4).  
In the context of learners experiencing learning disabilities terms such as 
learning disability, learning impairment, and learning difficulties are used 
interchangeably. Dednam (2011) clarifies this by explaining that a learning 
difficulty can be seen as mostly extrinsic in nature, and can be alleviated. 
Learning difficulties are only experienced in certain subjects or certain aspects of 
subjects and when learners receive more targeted support from teachers, their 
achievement improves relatively quickly. However, a learning disability or 
impairment is primarily caused by intrinsic factors, and learners with such 
disabilities continue to experience learning problems despite good teaching and 
additional support (Dunbar-Krige & Van der Merwe, 2010).  
For educators to be able to teach in an inclusive school and collaborate with one 
another, they need to acquire, through pre-service and in-service training, a 
common vision, conceptual framework and language, and a set of instructional 
and technical skills to work with the needs of diverse learners.  
Teachers have the most direct, sustained contact with students, as well as 
considerable control over what is taught and the climate of learning. It is 
reasonably assumed that improving teachers‟ knowledge, skills and 
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dispositions is one of the most critical steps to improving student 
achievement. (King & Newman, 2001, p. 86)  
Professional development must prepare educators for collaboration and support, 
and assist them in understanding their relative roles and responsibilities in the 
inclusion effort (Swart & Pettipher 2005). This statement carries considerable 
weight, but, in the South African context, it might not always be effective or 
applicable.  
Communities in which many South African children live, are often characterised 
by poverty, under-development, poor living conditions, such as under-
nourishment, lack of or overcrowded housing, unemployment, high levels of 
violence, crime, and abuse, and a lack of basic services (Muthukrishna & 
Schoeman, 2010). In addition, other factors that place learners at risk are the 
HIV/Aids epidemic, and substance abuse. All of these environmental conditions 
have harmful effects on the physical and socio-emotional wellbeing and 
development of children, and can disrupt effective learning (Heward, 2010). 
Poverty can affect the learning process severely, particularly when parents are 
unemployed, or are illiterate, and consequently struggle to support the learning of 
their children. Dunbar-Krige and Van der Merwe (2010) wrote that poverty could 
lead to emotional stress that may affect learners so severely that they lose their 
ability to learn effectively.  
According to Nel and Grosser (2016): 
a lack of basic and appropriate learning support material, and assistive 
devices, inadequate facilities at schools, inaccessible environments, 
inappropriate, and inadequate support services, lack of human resource 
development, including education and training of teachers, and other role 
players to deal with learning difficulties, overcrowded classrooms, and a 
lack of mother tongue teachers can contribute to conditions that may 
cause systemic barriers to learning. (p. 82) 
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All these are systemic barriers that may not be directly linked to SLDs. However, 
it is important to note that they play a crucial role in the professional development 
of teachers in supporting learners with SLDs. 
According to Muthukrishna and Schoeman (2010), teacher development to cater 
for diverse learner needs, and support all learners to enable them to access the 
curriculum is considered as   important. This has led to teacher insecurity and 
lack of innovative practices in the classroom to address diverse learner needs. 
Furthermore, South Africa does not yet have a standard and nationally accepted 
tool to measure the prevalence of learning disabilities (Nel & Grosser, 2016). The 
solution would be to have South African tools that will cater for South African 
learners. It is an injustice to South African children assessed using first world 
assessment tools while South Africa is a third world country and still has a lot of 
catching up to do.  
The above-mentioned challenges are the harsh realities of the South African 
context; however, these realities are not meant to imply that the provision of 
special needs education in South Africa is just a dream. There have been some 
success stories with regard to access to quality of education, such as access to 
free basic education and the introduction FFSs and Special Schools as Resource 
centres, nevertheless, the need still surpasses the demand. 
2.6 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK INFORMING THE PROFESSIONAL 
DEVELOPMENT OF TEACHERS  
The importance of using a theoretical framework in a study cannot be stressed 
enough. “The theoretical framework is the foundation from which all knowledge is 
constructed for a research study” (Grant & Osanloo, 2014, p. 12). Grant and 
Osanloo (2014) stated that having a theoretical framework as a researcher is 
similar to a builder having a house plan. The theoretical framework for this study 
is Bronfenbrenner Bio-Ecological Theory of Human Development.  
Bronfenbrenner Bio-Ecological Theory of Human Development (Bronfenbrenner, 
979) has shaped my conceptualisation and understanding of what is entailed in 
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the professional development of teachers. Teachers and learners do not exist in 
isolation – they form part of a bigger society. The rationale for choosing 
Bronfenbrenner theory was based on the belief that the interaction between the 
teachers who teach learners with SLDs and the systems within the social context 
play an important role in determining the kind of support that they need. 
Therefore, the understanding of the teachers‟ professional development needs 
within the South African context cannot be separated from the broader social 
context within which the teachers live and work.  
This model is an example of a multidimensional model of human development. 
Such models suggest that there are layers or levels of interacting systems 
resulting in change, growth and development, such as physical, biological, 
psychological, social and cultural. What happens in one system affects and is 
affected by other systems (Swart & Pettipher, 2005). Bronfenbrenner (1979) 
identified five systems which are namely microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, 
macrosystem and chronosystem. The model for Bronfenbrenner system is 
depicted in Figure 2.3 below. 
 
 
Figure 2.3: Bronfenbrenner‟s model of bio-ecological development 
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The microsystem is defined as “a pattern of activities, roles and interpersonal 
relations experienced between individuals and the systems in which they actively 
participate, such as the family or the school or the peer group” (Swart & 
Pettipher, 2005:10). It is characterised by those individuals and events closest to 
one‟s life, and involves continual face-to-face contact, with each person 
reciprocally influencing the other (Swart & Pettipher 2005). It is valuable to note 
that teacher‟s professional development cannot exist without their individual 
participation and willingness to change. 
Taylor and Gebre (2016) wrote that the mesosystem consists of processes and 
linkages taking place between or among two or more of the settings in which 
children interact, for example, family-school, peers-family, and neighbourhood-
peers. Understanding how mesosystems operate may be the most important 
application of the bio-ecological model to the creation of personalised learning 
environments for students. The mesosystem is essentially a system of 
microsystems and illuminates the ways in which these contexts typically are 
integrated and act together to influence children‟s behaviour. This system is 
indeed crucial because teacher interact with learners who have SLDs at this 
level. If teachers are not supported effectively, then they will not be able to 
support learners with SLDs.  
The next third system is the exosystem. “Beyond the proximal contexts of the 
microsystems and mesosystem, the exosystem consists of the linkages and 
processes between settings in which the child does not directly interact but that 
nonetheless may play a significant role in the child‟s adjustment” (Taylor & 
Gebre, 2016 p. 212). Examples of the exosystem include the education system, 
health services, the media, and a parent‟s place of work or a local community 
organisation.  
The macrosystem is defined as: 
the set of overarching beliefs, values, and norms, as reflected in the 
cultural, religious, and socioeconomic organisation of society. It influences 
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development within and among all other systems and serves as a filter or 
lens through which an individual interprets future experiences. (Ettekal & 
Mahoney, 2017, p. 6)  
This system is relevant to this study because schools are controlled by the DBE. 
Teachers often have to implement policies that were designed by the DBE in a 
“one-size-fits-all” approach, but unfortunately, this does not necessarily work in 
practice. What works in one community may not work in another committee and it 
is at this level that inequalities are exposed. Teachers in some schools may be 
able to support learners with SLDs but other teachers may still be struggling.  
Finally, the chronosystem refers to “the developmental time-frames which cross 
through the interactions between these systems and their influences on individual 
development” (Swart & Pettipher, 2005, p12). 
As Bronfenbrenner‟s theory illustrates, there are many influences on the 
teachers‟ professional development. Teachers do not exist in isolation; they are 
part of a bigger role and purpose in society. Having discussed the bio-ecological 
theory of human development, it is clear that the development of teachers 
teaching learners with SLDs should be evaluated as a whole in order to capture 
the dynamics and synergy of all the parts.  
2.7 SOUTH AFRICAN LEGISLATION SUPPORTING PROFESSIONAL 
DEVELOPMENT AND SPECIAL NEEDS EDUCATION 
This section discusses the South African legislation supporting special needs 
education and professional development. According to the South African 
Constitution (Act 108 of 1996), basic education is a human right. However, the 
history of South Africa shows that learners with special needs have been 
historically disadvantaged. Over the years, the philosophy of inclusion in South 
African schools has been gaining momentum, especially since the 
implementation of the EWP6 and the SIAS policies which are important policies 
in ensuring that learners with SLDs exercise their right to basic education. The 
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implementation of the IQMS has made the monitoring of teacher development in 
South African schools more efficient. Each of these policies is discussed below. 
2.7.1 Education White Paper 6 
In 2001, the DoE implemented the policy on EWP6 which arose out of the need 
for changes to be made to the provision of education and training so that it is 
responsive and sensitive to the diverse range of learning needs. This policy 
acknowledged the importance of providing an effective response to the 
unsatisfactory educational experiences of learners with special educational 
needs, including those within the mainstream whose educational needs were 
inadequately accommodated (DoE, 2001, p. 12).  
According to the EWP6, inclusion is about supporting all learners, educators and 
the system as a whole so that a full range of learning needs can be met (DoE, 
2001). This policy aligns with the research because learners who have SLDs 
need to be supported. This policy is particularly relevant because, without it, 
learners with SLDs would be marginalised and their diverse range of learning 
needs would not be accommodated.  
2.7.2 Screening Identification Assessment and Support 
In 2014, the DBE introduced the Screening Identification Assessment and 
Support Policy, also known as SIAS. “The purpose of the SIAS policy is to 
provide a policy framework for the standardisation of the procedures to identify, 
assess and provide programmes for all learners who require additional support to 
enhance their participation and inclusion in school” (DBE, 2014, p. 2). The SIAS 
policy aims to respond to the needs of all learners in our country, particularly 
those who are vulnerable (DBE, 2014).  
This policy aligns with my research because learners with SLDs need to be 
supported in schools. Through a set of forms, the SIAS policy outlines the 
protocol that has to be followed in identifying and addressing barriers to learning 
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that affect individual learners throughout their school career (DBE, 2014). It is of 
utmost importance to ensure that the correct SIAS strategies are followed.  
2.7.3 Integrated Quality Management System and the South African Council 
of Educators  
A professional body that facilitates the formal professional development of 
teachers is the SACE which is a statutory body established “to promote the 
professional development of educators” (SACE, 2011). Most professional bodies 
expect their members to engage in professional development activities, and, in 
the education system, the education departments provide such development 
opportunities (DoE, 2007). SACE (2012) identified three types of professional 
development activities (Figure 2.4), namely; teacher-initiated, school-initiated and 
externally initiated. 
 
Figure 2.4: SACE professional development activities 
Source: (Adapted from SACE, 2012) 
Throughout the academic year, teachers are required to partake in any of the 
three professional development activities which lead to the collection of 
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Professional Teacher Development. The CPTD system is the way SACE 
encourages teachers to develop themselves professionally. Like all 
professionals, teachers need to grow their knowledge and skills throughout their 
careers. SACE‟s evaluation processes must be endorsed by SACE, and teachers 
must check the SACE database and/or catalogue in order to access the list of 
SACE-endorsed activities and to find out what professional development points 
have been allocated to each of them (SACE, 2012).  
There a link between SACE and the IQMS which consists of development 
appraisal, performance measurement and whole school evaluation programmes 
which are aimed at enhancing and monitoring performance of the education 
system. The IQMS has been in place since 2003, but was only implemented in 
schools from 2005. According to the DBE (2009), the IQMS consists of three 
programmes, namely, developmental appraisal, performance management and 
whole school evaluation. 
The purpose of developmental appraisal is to appraise individual educators in a 
transparent manner with a view to determining areas of strength and weakness, 
and to draw up programmes for individual development. Performance 
management is used to evaluate individual educators for salary progression, 
grade progression, and affirmation of appointments, rewards and incentives. The 
purpose of whole school evaluation is to evaluate the overall effectiveness of the 
school, as well as the quality of teaching and learning. Aspects such as the 
support provided by the district, the effectiveness of the school management 
team, the available infrastructure and learning resources are all assessed 
(ELRC, 2003). 
The objectives of IQMS are to: 
 assess strengths and areas of development; 
 provide support and opportunities for development to ensure continued 
growth; 
 promote accountability; and  
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 monitor an institution‟s overall effectiveness. (ELRC, 2003) 
The IQMS policy together with SACE ensures that the teachers‟ professional 
development needs are taken into consideration and promote personal growth. 
The developmental appraisal aspect of IQMS implies that educators are in 
charge of their own professional development and thus the onus lies on them to 
ensure that they develop professionally. 
2.8 CHAPTER SUMMARY 
This chapter has provided a detailed discussion of the term „SLDs‟ and the 
various factors that influence the term. The term professional development was 
also discussed in this chapter and the various types of professional development. 
Furthermore, the South African perspective on teacher development in relation to 
special needs education was also discussed in this chapter. There is a lot of 
research that has been done on the professional development of teachers; 
however there was also a gap in literature as there is no specific research that 
focused particularly on the professional development needs of teachers working 
with learners who have SLDs learners. This calls for a need for more research in  
this particular field.  
Bronfenbrenner bio-ecological theory of human development that anchors this 
study was also discussed in this chapter. The interactive systems influencing the 
professional development of teachers in supporting learners with SLDs were 
examined in order to get a clear picture of the needs of the teachers.  
Finally this chapter discussed the South African policies and legislation that were 
relevant to this study. The South African policies and legislation supporting 
professional development and special needs education have come in the wake of 
a dynamic new era of development where the professional development of 
teachers is of primary concern. In order for this research problem to be solved, 
the following chapter focuses on the research design used in this study. 
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CHAPTER 3 
RESEARCH DESIGN, DATA PRESENTATION AND DISCUSSION OF 
FINDINGS  
3.1 INTRODUCTION  
This chapter begins by providing an overview of the research methodology, 
trustworthiness and the ethical measures that were taken during this study and 
extensively discussed in Chapter 1. This chapter focuses on the presentation, 
analysis, interpretation and discussion of the findings of this research. An 
integrated understanding of the data presented by the participants is followed by 
evidence of analysis in order to substantiate the identification of themes that best 
answer the research question. The findings discussed in this chapter were used 
to draw conclusions and make recommendations to be discussed in Chapter 4.  
3.2 OVERVIEW OF RESEARCH METHODOLOGY  
This section provides a brief overview of the methodology and design that was 
used in this study. The guiding research question in this study was: What are the 
professional development needs of teachers in supporting learners with SLDs? 
3.2.1 Research Paradigm, Approach and Design 
This research was a generic qualitative research design and was guided by the 
interpretive paradigm. The interpretive paradigm was appropriate because it 
enabled me to understand each of the participants‟ viewpoints. I selected this 
research design because I had to have an open mind while collecting my data 
and this made room for flexibility and creativity throughout the process of 
conducting the research.  
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3.2.2 Participant Selection  
The composition of the sample of participants of different ages, with varying 
qualifications and different positions and leadership roles at the school made the 
study rich. Table 3.1 below provides the information of the participants.  
Table 3.1: Participant information  
Participant 
information 
Gender  Qualifications Grades 
taught 
   Phase Role in 
school  





























































































Although the participants of this study were all working at the same school, their 
personal and professional experiences at the school varied. The study comprised 
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of five participants, consisting of two males and three females. The participants 
consisted of; two Heads of Department, one from the Foundation Phase, one 
from the Intermediate Phase, the SBST coordinator (Senior Phase teacher), and 
two Foundation Phase teachers. They all have different roles and responsibilities 
at the school and their experiences would vary. I also took into account their 
teaching experience as that would also have an impact on how they interacted 
with the questions. 
3.2.3 Data Collection Methods  
Qualitative data collection methods were used to establish the professional 
development needs of teachers in supporting learners with SLDs. Qualitative 
data was collected by engaging with the participants to elicit from them their 
personal perspectives and ideas. The core of this approach was centred on 
understanding and making meaning from individual perspectives (Mack et al., 
2005). The data for this research was collected through semi-structured 
interviews, document analysis and classroom observations. Table 3.2 below 
provides information on the data collection methods as well as the data source. 
Table 3.2:  
Data collection methods  
Data collection method  Data source 
Interviews Semi-structured interviews held at school with 
participants  
 
Document Analysis Integrated Quality Management System  
 
Classroom Observations Classroom observations of the selected participants  
  
3.2.3.1 Semi-structured Interviews 
For this research, data was collected using individual, face-to-face, semi-
structured interviews. Semi-structured interviews use open-ended questions that 
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provide room for probing, clarification and further discussion of important and 
relevant issues that arise during an interview (Adams, 2015). The research 
interviews were conducted in the comfort of the participants‟ classrooms 
afterschool. All the interviews lasted for duration of thirty minutes. I used a tape 
recorder to throughout the interviews and I later transcribed (See Annexure A4 
for the interview protocol and Annexure F for a sample of the interview 
transcript). 
3.2.3.2 Observations 
The data for this research was also collected through classroom observations. 
Observation is a method of data collection in which researchers observe within a 
specific context. The value of participant observation is that the researcher is 
better able to understand and capture the context within which people interact. It 
also provides a first-hand experience of the setting, thus leaving the researcher 
open to discover and induce, rather than guess what the context is like 
(Silverman, 2008). I specifically observed the how the learners were seated and 
how the teachers supported learners with SLDs during their lessons. The 
observations included the number of learners, the classroom environment and 
the learning environment as a whole. The observations gave me first-hand 
experience of the participants‟ day-to-day teaching experience, particularly in 
how they support learners with SLDs. Most importantly, the observations were 
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Table 3.3 : Observation notes sample 
Participant How learners were 
seated 




Learners were seated in 
groups according to their 
strengths. There was a 
clear distinctions of which 
are the strong and 
weaker groups.  
The teacher supports 
learners in their books as 
the lesson progresses. 
There were 45 learners in 
the classroom and there 
was not enough space for 
the teacher to move 
around. There were not 
enough teaching aids in 
the classroom.  
2 (Grade 
3) 
The learners were seated 
in pairs. The learners who 
are excelling are paired 
with those who are  
experiencing difficulties.  
Learners have a separate 
book for support that the 
teacher uses within the 
lesson.  
The classroom was big 
and spacious. There were 
48 learners in the 
classroom. The teacher 
has enough space to 
move around.  
3 (Grade 
7) 
The learners were seated 
in pairs. 
No learner support was 
observed during the 
lesson.  
The periods were too 
short. There was not 
enough time for the 
teacher to engage with 
the learners. There were 




Learners were seated in 
pairs according to the 
class register. 
No learner support was 
observed during the 
lesson. 
There were about 50 
learners in the classroom. 




Learners were seated in 
groups and each group 
has a balance between 
the weaker and stronger 
learners.  
The teacher supports 
learners in their books, 
providing the opportunity 
to correct mistakes 
immediately.  
The classroom was 
overcrowded with about 
50 learners and there was 
a shortage of resources in 
the class. The teacher 
was not following the 
timetable strictly. 
Mathematics lesson 
overlapped into the Life 
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Skills lesson. The 
classroom was big and 
spacious.  
 
3.2.3.3 Document analysis  
The instrument that was used to collect data was the IQMS document which is a 
monitoring and quality assurance instrument used by the DBE to assess teacher 
performance and provide intervention and support measures. The IQMS is 
informed by Schedule I of the Employment of Educators Act, No. 76 of 1998 
(Education Labour Relations Council [ELRC], 2003) where the Minister is 
required to determine performance standards for educators in terms of which 
their performance is to be evaluated. The IQMS has been in place since 2003, 
but was only implemented in schools from 2005. All educators who work for the 
DBE undergo the IQMS process annually (ELRC, 2003). The IQMS identifies the 
strengths and weaknesses of the teaching staff and draws up programmes for 
individual development to ensure a better quality of education (Mahlaela, 2011). 
The IQMS is aimed at ensuring that teachers identify their own professional 
development needs. This document was used because it focuses largely on 
professional development of teachers. I particularly analysed the section that 
requires teachers to identify their needs. The analysis of the participants‟ IQMS 
document helped me with triangulating the information from the interviews and 
classroom observations.  
3.2.4 Data Analysis  
In the following section, I provide an overview of the different procedures that I 
used during the analysis of data. The overall aim of the data analysis process 
was to learn about the teachers‟ professional development needs in supporting 
learners with SLDs. The raw data was thoroughly and systematically analysed, 
coded and categorised into themes, keeping the research question in mind. The 
themes and codes emerged as I worked at sentence and phrase level to identify 
the relevant codes. After writing codes, different coloured highlighters were used 
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to group them into categories to present the emerging themes. Common themes 
were identified and their contents were explored. Through this inductive process, 
I was able to work back and forth between the respective themes that emerged 
from the data as well as between the themes and the data. To analyse the data, I 
made use of Creswell‟s (2012) steps for data analysis as explained in Table 3.4. 
Table 3.4: Steps in data analysis  
Step 1:  
Collect the data 
 The data was collected in three sessions with the teachers.  
 Data collection methods included: semi-structured, face-to-face 
interviews, classroom observations and document analysis (IQMS). 
Step 2:  
Prepare and organise 
data for analysis 
 I used three folders to organise the data. Each participant‟s 
interview transcript, observation transcript and document analysis 
review was placed in a separate folder. 
 The interviews were audio recorded and then transcribed.  
Step 3:  
Read through all the 
data 
 I read the transcripts carefully and meticulously in order to gain a 
sense of the data and to be fully immersed in it. 
 I listened to the recorded interviews several times in order to make 
sure that the transcriptions were accurate. I read through the 
transcripts several times so that I could understand the meaning of 
the whole conversation. 
Step 4:  
Code the data 
 I colour-coded the transcribed face-to-face interviews at a phrase 
and sentence level. Thereafter, I labelled the segments with codes.  
 I checked the codes for overlap and redundancy and then 
combined them into broad themes.  
 Throughout this process I kept going back to transcripts to ensure 
accuracy. 
Step 5: 
Code the text for 
descriptions to be used 
in the research report 
 I narrowed down the data into a few themes during the coding 
process. The less relevant data was disregarded.  
 The main themes were created from the codes that the participants 
discussed frequently and which carried the most significant 
evidence.  
 I used the triangulation of data to identify the main themes and sub-
themes; this was done with the help of my supervisor.  
 Four main themes and six sub-themes were identified. The 
information was then analysed from each of the data sources as 
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per participants‟ responses and according to each theme and sub-
theme. 
Step 6:  
Codes the text for 
themes to be used in 
the research report 
 The themes and sub-themes were arranged and organised. This 
step allowed for the interconnectedness and interrelationships 
between the themes to be more easily identified.  
 (Adapted from Creswell 2012, p. 237) 
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Figure 3.1: Sample of colour coded interview 
These colour codes were then used to generate the themes and sub-themes 
which are discussed in the next section of this chapter. Each colour code had a 
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significant representation; for example; pink: the need for further training and 
support; orange: lack of resources in the classrooms; blue: the teacher‟s 
understanding of SLDs; and green: how the teachers support learners with SLDs. 
Figure 3.2 below is an extract of the data analysis process and it provides an 
example of the process of how the themes emerged.   
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Figure 3.2: Extract from the data analysis process 
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3.3 TRUSTWORTHINESS 
The four aspects of trustworthiness, namely, credibility, confirmability, 
transferability and dependability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) were discussed in 
Chapter 1, section 1.7. Confirmability was obtained through remaining neutral at 
all times and I did not impose my own personal bias on the findings. To promote 
the transferability of my studies, five participants were selected so that I could 
obtain sufficient knowledge of their professional development needs. I also 
selected a school that represented schools under the DBE in the Gauteng 
Province. Dependability and credibility were achieved through providing 
triangulation; I used three data sets, namely, interviews, observations and 
document analysis. I actively engaged with all data sets collected. After data was 
collected, i.e., all the interviews were transcribed and observations were 
recorded, it was sorted into categories and themes. As the themes were 
analysed, the findings were also generated to provide relevant recommendations 
regarding the professional development needs of teachers in supporting learners 
with SLDs. The classroom observations and document analysis were used for 
triangulation purposes as they correlated with the themes that were identified 
from the interviews. Throughout this process, I was aware of my role as a 
researcher. Neieuwenhuis (2007) wrote that it is important to consider the 
perceptions, attitudes, knowledge and feelings of the participants in order to 
better understand how they construct meaning of their experiences. This was 
important because I needed to be aware of how my personal bias and 
expectations could potentially influence the study. Dependability was obtained 
through a member check and verification with the participants after the data had 
been collected.  
3.4 ETHICAL MEASURES 
It was important to ensure that the proper ethical practices were followed during 
the research process. One of the most crucial ethical practices was to obtain 
ethical clearance from the university‟s ethics committee (Appendix A). Secondly, 
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it was essential to obtain consent to conduct the research from the Gauteng 
Education Department (Appendix B). Thirdly, consent was needed by the 
participants that would be involved in this study (Appendix C). The participants 
signed consent forms that gave me permission to conduct interviews, observe 
them in their classrooms and analyse their IQMS documents. These steps 
ensured that the research was conducted in an ethical manner and that the best 
interests of the participants were taken into consideration and they were 
protected from harm. I also had a contact session with the participants of this 
study before the data was collected. This afforded them the opportunity to ask 
questions regarding the research. 
The participants were informed that participation in this research was on a 
voluntary basis and they were made aware of their right to withdraw at any stage 
during the research without any consequences. Confidentiality was also a key 
ethical issue that I was mindful of. The participants were given an assurance of 
confidentiality and it was explained that their privacy would be protected and that 
the data gathered throughout the process would be kept safe. Furthermore, the 
teachers were informed that their real names would not be used during this 
research, in order to maintain confidentiality, as prescribed by the University of 
Johannesburg‟s Ethics Committee. Finally, the teachers were made aware of the 
gap in the knowledge base and that this research would benefit them in 
identifying professional development needs and finding possible solutions which 
would assist them in the future. The participants were encouraged to ask 
questions and clarify any uncertainties that they might have experienced during 
the research process. 
3.5 PRESENTATION AND OVERVIEW OF THE FINDINGS  
The findings are discussed in detail in this section and I present the voice of the 
participants and the meaning of their professional development needs in 
supporting learners with SLDs. I discuss my understanding of the findings and 
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support these with literature. A summary of the themes and sub-themes is 
provided in Figure 3.2 and is expanded on in the discussion that follows. 
THEME 1 




• Teachers‟ understanding of 
SLDs 
   
THEME 3 
• The teachers‟ need for support  
 
THEME 4 
• Challenges  in providing 
support: 
• Lack of resources 
• Overcrowding 
• Insufficient time for support 
• Inadequate support structures  
Figure 3.2 Summary of themes and sub-themes  
Theme 1 provided an overview of how participants understand the term 
professional development. Theme 2 provided the participants‟ understanding of 
SLDs. Theme 3 related directly to the research question, which asked: “What are 
the professional development needs of teachers in supporting learners with 
SLDs?” Lastly, Theme 4 focused on challenges in providing support which were 
strongly influenced by the participants‟ professional development needs, thus 
making it related to the research question. Theme 4 also had four sub-themes, 
namely, lack of resources, overcrowding, insufficient time to support, and 
inadequate support structures. 
The following section makes reference to the various data sets that were used in 
this research and abbreviations that were used in order to make the reading 
more efficient. The letters used at the beginning of the abbreviation refer to the 
specific data set (individual interview, classroom observations and document 
analysis) to which reference is being made, followed by the participant‟s number 
(ranging from 1–5). It is important to note that not all data sets produced findings 
for every theme and therefore only the relevant data sets were discussed under 
each theme. It is also important to note that most of the findings for this research 
were obtained from the individual interviews. The data set from the document 
analysis and classroom observations used the themes for triangulation purposes 
where applicable. 
Teacher‟s professional development needs in supporting learners with specific learning disorders 
67 
Table 3.5  
Key to the abbreviations used in this discussion 







Interview Participant 1 
Interview Participant 2 
Interview Participant 3 
Interview Participant 4 
Interview Participant 5 






Classroom Observation Participant 1 
Classroom Observation Participant 2 
Classroom Observation Participant 3 
Classroom Observation Participant 4 
Classroom Observation Participant 5 








Document Analysis Participant 1 
Document Analysis Participant 2 
Document Analysis Participant 3 
Document Analysis Participant 4 
Document Analysis Participant 5 
 
3.5.1 Theme 1: Teachers’ Understanding of professional development 
The teachers‟ understanding of professional development was the first main 
theme that emerged from the analysis of the data. This theme unpacked how the 
teachers understood the term professional development. Their understanding of 
professional development was as follows:  
“Professional development is to my understanding upgrading oneself.” 
(IP2) 
“Professional development I think it is a kind of growth that each 
professional has in his field of study.” (IP4) 
“Professional development is when a person within a professional space 
goes and seeks/tries and betters their way of working.” (IP5) 
“And gathering information and skills that would make their work improve.” 
(IP5) 
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Darling-Hammond, Hyler and Gardner (2017) defined effective professional 
development as structured professional learning that results in changes in 
teacher practices and improvements in student learning outcomes. This theme 
was crucial because the teachers‟ understanding of professional development 
would have a direct impact on how they would engage with the research 
questions that followed. Most of the participants generally understand 
professional development as a way of growing and improving. Bredeson (2001) 
asserts that the essence of professional development is to give teachers learning 
opportunities that will engage their creative and reflective capabilities and 
strengthen their practice. The participants in this study understood professional 
development as a way of growth or change for the better. Professional 
development is a personal journey; the participants‟ understanding of 
professional development is part of their microsystem. Swart and Pettipher 
(2005) wrote that the microsystem is characterised by those individuals and 
events closest to one‟s life. This system involves the roles, relationships and 
patterns of daily activities that shape the teachers‟ ability to support learners with 
SLDs. This explains why the participants‟ understanding of professional 
development varied; they are all at different stages of their professional 
development journey. Two participants experienced professional development as 
a lifelong process: 
“Professional development is when a teacher is a lifelong learner.” (IP1) 
“We are lifelong learners so we constantly need to be developed.” (IP3) 
Pitsoe and Maila (2012) wrote that professional development is a lifelong 
learning activity. The South African Qualifications Authority (SAQA) defined 
lifelong learning as  
learning that takes place in all contexts in life from a life-wide, life-deep 
and lifelong perspective. It includes learning behaviours and obtaining 
knowledge, understanding, attitudes, values and competences for 
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personal growth, social and economic wellbeing, democratic citizenship, 
cultural identity and employability. (SAQA 2015 p. 5)  
Indeed, we can never stop learning. We are living in a changing world, and the 
education system in South Africa also changing. Changing systems are 
accompanied by the introduction of new policies that are constantly being 
reviewed, and teachers need to learn them. It was also interesting to note that 
two participants included the aspect of technology in the discussion of their 
understanding of professional development: 
“Just being up to date with what is happening around the world in terms of 
technology.” (IP1) 
“New technology and or new things covered, that we get sat down and 
everyone is on the same page.” (IP3)  
This was particularly interesting because none of the classrooms that were 
observed had smart boards or access to technological equipment that could 
possibly assist in the process of teaching and learning. The world has technically 
entered the Fourth Industrial Revolution (4IR) and, although South Africa is a 
third world country, it is indeed catching up. Schwab (as cited in Xu, David & Kim, 
2018) described the 4IR as a world where individuals move between digital 
domains and offline reality with the use of connected technology to enable and 
manage their lives.  
The employment premise of matching individuals to jobs is fading as the 
digital revolution produces jobless work. In response to the recurring 
transitions that they will face as they move from project to project, 
individuals cannot maintain their employment, so they must maintain their 
employability and career adaptability. (Maree, 2015, p. 3) 
This indicates that technology is an important aspect of professional 
development. The Careers Profession Task Force (2010) recommended that 
initial training for career development practitioners and opportunities for 
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continuing professional development should address, amongst other things, 
information and communications technology. The lack of resources in the school 
where the study took place indicates that the technological element of 
professional development is lagging behind. It is therefore crucial for teachers to 
be up to date with the latest technology because learners with SLDs need that 
extra support and constant stimulation. The introduction of technology as a way 
to support learners might be in the pipelines.  
The classroom observations also gave me insight into the participants‟ 
understanding of professional development. It is one thing to be able to define 
and explain the term but acting professionally is another thing. The participants 
presented themselves in a professional manner and this was an indication that 
they take pride in their work. „Professional development‟ is indeed a broad 
concept and people understand it differently. The important points are that 
professional development must lead to growth, it is a lifelong activity and it 
involves some aspect of technology. This theme was important because it had a 
direct impact on the themes that followed.  
3.5.2 Theme 2: The teachers’ understanding of SLDs 
Before teachers can even begin to support learners with SLDs, they first need to 
understand the diagnosis of SLDs. Furthermore, they need to understand how 
SLDs manifest in learners. When asked about their understanding of SLDs, 
participants responded in the following different ways: 
“There are different types of learning disorders, so if a child has a hearing 
impairment, that is that child‟s specific learning disorder. Or, for example, I 
have children in my class that can‟t see; those are visual learning 
disorders.” (IP1) 
“SLDs are things like not seeing properly, not being able to write, not 
understanding the languages. What can I say? Lateness to develop on 
some concepts like motor skills, those can be learning problems.” (IP2)  
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“For example, hard of hearing, blindness, not literally blind but struggling 
to see. Being deaf is another one.” (IP3) 
“An SLD is something like a disability. For example, cognitive disability.” 
(IP4) 
“I would say SLD would be reversals, I would also take pencil grip as a 
learning disorder.” (IP5) 
These responses clearly indicated that participants are misinformed about SLDs. 
The National Joint Committee on Learning Disability (1988) referred to SLDs as a 
group of disorders manifested by significant difficulties in the learning and use of 
listening, speaking, reading, writing, reasoning, or mathematical abilities. SLDs 
do not include a learning problem that is primarily the result of visual, hearing, or 
motor disabilities, of mental retardation, of emotional disturbance, or of 
environmental, cultural, or economic disadvantage (Cortiella, 2009). According to 
the APA (2013), SLDs include: 
 Impairment in reading; word reading accuracy; reading rate or fluency; 
reading comprehension;  
 Impairment in written expression such as spelling accuracy, grammar and 
punctuation accuracy; clarity or organisation of written expression; and  
 Impairment in mathematics: number sense, memorisation of arithmetic facts, 
accurate or fluent calculation, accurate math reasoning.  
SLDs often go unrecognised by parents and teachers because unlike physical 
disabilities, they are not so obvious (Harwell & Jackson, 2008). The fact that 
SLDs are not easily recognisable explains why the participants are misinformed.  
On the positive side, although the participants were not able to explain the term 
„Specific Learning Disorder effectively, they were able to explain the implications 
of SLDs for the learner. The participants understood the implications of SLDs as 
follows:  
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“Those disorders affect their learning; those disorders are bringing their 
marks down.” (IP1) 
“It‟s a barrier, something that prevents them from learning.” (IP3) 
“Something that impedes someone from learning.” (IP4) 
“SLDs are barriers that hinder one‟s learning that make the gap between 
the child and the content” (IP5) 
According to the APA (2013), one robust clinical indicator of learning difficulties is 
low academic achievement for age or average achievement that is sustainable 
only by extraordinarily high levels of effort or support. Furthermore, in children, 
the low academic skills cause significant interference in the school performance 
(APA, 2013). The participants clearly understand the implications of SLDs which 
means that are doing their best to support learners with SLDs. SLDs are present 
when individuals‟ abilities in the domains of reading, spelling, or arithmetic are 
substantially below their expected potential given their age, general intelligence, 
and education (Nel & Grosser 2016). When asked how they supported learners 
with SLDs in their classrooms this is how the participants responded: 
“I let them sit close to me. I speak to the parents and advise them to get 
glasses as soon as possible.” (IP1) 
“Those with hearing problems, I have to repeat myself so many times 
speak slower and use pictures instead of words.” (IP1)  
“With regards to reversals obviously, when I mark, I mark leniently and try 
see what the learner was trying to write, the intended answer that was 
supposed to be there. So I‟d correct after correcting the specific word I‟d 
also rewrite the word under the work for them to repeat it for a few times.” 
(IP5) 
The following was also observed: 
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The learners in OP1‟s class were seated in groups and the groups with the 
learners who struggling were closer to the teacher‟s desks. OP1 focused more 
on the learners that were struggling. The learners in OP2‟s class were working 
together and that provided the opportunity for peer learning. OP5 supported 
learners in their books and that allowed the learners to correct their work 
immediately. There was no support observed during OP3 and OP4‟s lessons. 
Taylor and Gebre (2016) wrote that the mesosystem consists of processes and 
linkages taking place between or among two or more of the settings in which 
people interact. The mesosystem is important because this is where the 
participants interact with the learners who have SLDs. The participants also 
interact with SBST members within this system. This is indeed a crucial system 
because it is where the groundwork actually happens. The responses above and 
observations of how the participants supported learners indicate that there is 
miscommunication and, therefore, the support of learners with SLDs is not 
effective.  
According to the SIAS policy, learners of school-going age who experience 
barriers to learning, including those who are disabled, need to exercise their right 
to basic education and to access the necessary support in their local schools as 
far as possible (DBE, 2014). Teachers are indeed doing what the policy requires, 
which is to support the learners. The only challenge is that the SIAS policy does 
not necessarily provide the teachers with guidelines on how to support learners 
with SLDs. It is a generic policy. The implement of policies such as the SIAS 
policy is done in the exosystem. Taylor and Gebre (2016) wrote that the 
exosystem consists of the linkages and processes between settings in which an 
individual does not directly interact but that nonetheless may play a significant 
role in the individual‟s adjustment. Teachers are not consulted when policies are 
being drafted but the same teachers are the ones who will have to implement the 
policies in their classrooms.  
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There is no doubt that the teachers are indeed doing their best to support 
learners in their classrooms; however, their misinformed understanding of SLDs 
has a direct impact on the type of support that they provide to learners. The 
responses from the participants further indicated that because teachers do not 
understand SLDs, the support that they are providing is not effective. Harwell and 
Jackson (2008) wrote that when it has been established that a learner has 
additional learning needs an Individual Education Plan (IEP) needs to be 
developed for the learner. The SIAS policy (DBE, 2014) also stipulates that those 
learners who are receiving support need to have an IEP. It was concerning that 
none of the participants mentioned the use of IEPs in supporting learners with 
SLDs. Because teachers do not understand SLDs, they are bound to experience 
difficulties in supporting the learners effectively. Teachers need to be empowered 
with information on SLDs so that that they can support the learners better.  
3.5.3 Theme 3: The teachers’ need for support 
The third theme that emerged from the data was the teachers‟ need for support. 
This theme was important because it related directly to the research question. 
The following responses revealed that most of the participants do not feel like 
they were sufficiently trained to deal with SLDs at university level:  
“[At] Varsity we were not taught specifically about SLD. We were taught 
the knowledge behind it but how to deal with a child is totally different.” 
(IP1)  
“My whole training at university was general so everything I learned I 
taught myself.” (IP3) 
“The universities gave us the bare minimum but it is not enough.” (IP4). 
The participants‟ responses indicate that there is a huge gap between what 
students learn in Institutions of Higher Education and what happens in actual 
practice. The participants feel as though they were not trained to deal with SLDs.  
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It is indeed unfortunate that teachers are sent to schools without being fully 
equipped to address the learning needs of all learners. The participants further 
indicated that they need further training and support. Participants indicated their 
need for professional development by saying:  
“I would like training from someone who teaches in a special school and 
has experience. I would like training on how I can accommodate these 
learners in my classroom … „if I can have an assistant in my classroom 
who is qualified to teach learners with SLDs.” (IP1). 
“I would need an upgrade on the skills children need to be trained.” (IP2) 
“The teachers at school need to be empowered to be able to address 
SLDs.” (IP3) 
“I need training on how to implement different types of assessments, let‟s 
say those who can‟t write, what else can I do for them that does not 
include writing?” (IP2) 
“I would also need remedial that will enable me to reach out to a child at 
any age” (IP5)  
The need for training and support was also evident in the document analysis of 
AP1, who indicated in the personal growth plan that she would like to “improve in 
the area of remedial teaching”. The other participants did not include any of the 
needs that transpired during the interviews in their IQMS files. This is particularly 
concerning because if the participants do not request support then it is simply 
assumed that they are competent in that area. One of the five fundamental 
principles of the IQMS is to provide support and opportunities for development to 
assure continued growth (ELRC, 2003). According to King and Newman (2001): 
Teachers have the most direct, sustained contact with students, as well as 
considerable control over what is taught and the climate of learning. It is 
reasonably assumed that improving teachers‟ knowledge, skills and 
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dispositions is one of the most critical steps to improving student 
achievement. (p. 86) 
Knight (2002) pointed out that providing teachers with opportunities for 
professional development is essential because initial teacher education 
programmes cannot provide them with all the competencies that are needed in 
classroom, especially the procedural “how to” skills, which primarily develop in 
practical settings. 
The participants also indicated that they need support from other skilled 
professionals on site. This was noted in the following comments: 
“Money needs to be made available so that we can have one therapist 
and a social worker at the school.” (IP3) 
“We would need someone who is specialised in that field. Someone that 
we can refer to if we have problems”. (IP4) 
This indicated the need for multidisciplinary teams in addressing the professional 
development needs of teachers. The DBE (2014) refers to the role of 
multidisciplinary teams in schools is ensuring that  effective teaching and learning 
takes place. The reality is that South African schools are overpopulated and 
understaffed; ideally schools should have educational psychologists and 
remedial teachers on site. The DBE district offices have psychologists, but the 
reality is that the district psychologists are also limited in number; learners can 
wait years to be seen by a psychologist. Teachers cannot support learners with 
SLDs on their own; they need the support of other experts in the field of 
education. 
Niemi (2015) described four ways to support teacher professional development, 
namely; through multi-professional cooperation; promoting pedagogical 
innovation through design-based approaches; connecting pre-service and in-
service research-based teacher education; and providing new teachers with 
support through induction periods. The methods would address the teachers 
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need for support. The teachers‟ need for support so indicates that teachers need 
continuous support and development before they even enter the profession. This 
theme was important because it linked directly to the research question.  
3.5.4 Theme 4: Challenges in Supporting  
This theme highlighted the challenges that the participants face in supporting 
learners with SLDs. From the main theme, four sub-themes which explained in 
detail the challenges to support teachers had been identified. From their 
responses, participants identified the following challenges; lack of resources, 
overcrowding, insufficient time to support and lastly, inadequate support 
structures as barriers for them to fully support learners with SLDs.  
3.5.4.1 Lack of resources  
The participants revealed that there is a shortage of resources in the school. 
Unfortunately, the shortage of resources means that the teachers are not able to 
effectively support learners. Without resources, learners will not receive the best 
education possible and that would therefore counteract the purpose of inclusive 
education. This is what the participants had to say about the shortage of 
resources:  
“The resources are limited although we do try to create our own.” (IP1) 
“Also material for remedial, we have a shortage of resources.” (IP2) 
“I don‟t think it is enough because we lack resources.” (IP4) 
“I wish I had resources to keep them stimulated.” (IP5) 
The shortage of resources was also evident during the classroom observations. 
The classes had a shortage of learning aids which often resulted in teachers 
improvising. The need for resources was further reiterated on the document 
analysis – “I need resources” (AP1). Although the need for resources was 
unanimous amongst all participants, only one participant indicated it on their 
IQMS policy. The Whole School Evaluation Programme of the IQMS is intended 
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to evaluate the overall effectiveness of the school, including the support 
provided, school management, infrastructure and learning resources (ELRC, 
2003). The need for resources should have been highlighted on the IQMS 
documents.  
Schools need to allocate more money to the support resources that that learners 
with SLDs need. The availability of support resources in schools would mean that 
inclusivity is being practised and that will work out to the benefit of all learners in 
the long run. The DBE believes in the value of inclusion. However, this value is 
not fully attained. Ettekal and Mahoney (2017) wrote that the macrosystem is 
defined as the set of overarching beliefs, values, and norms, as reflected in the 
cultural, religious, and socioeconomic organisation of society. It influences 
development within and among all other systems and serves as a filter or lens 
through which an individual interprets future experiences. The responses above 
indicate that the value of inclusive education has been lost along the way. “Equal 
access to education signifies equal society, holistic equity in all spheres of life, 
whilst Learner-Teacher-Support Materials refers to any tool or resource used to 
enhance teaching and the understanding of the subject content” (Sedibe, 2011, 
p. 129).  
The EWP6 (2001) speaks of inclusive schools however the reality is that if some 
schools still have a challenge attaining resources, but the country still has a long 
way to go as far as inclusion is concerned. “The economic constraints of 
governments to provide free basic education to all its citizens and the low 
socioeconomic status of parents are serious barriers preventing children from 
receiving a high standard of education and experiencing quality of life” (Du 
Plessis & Mestry, 2019, p.5). The challenge of lack resources is even more 
evident in rural schools. Bernard (2002) wrote that, in some cases, teachers in 
rural schools struggle to access books and materials. We cannot say that the 
education system in South Africa is inclusive while there are still some schools 
that do not have access to proper resources.  
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3.5.4.2 Overcrowding  
The maximum recommended learner-educator ratio for South African primary 
schools is 40:1 and for secondary schools, it is 35:1 (Motshekga, 2012). 
However, the following responses were an indication of the challenge of 
overcrowding: 
“It is very difficult when there is a large number of children in the class.” 
(IP1) 
“As a teacher, I have 40 children who need my attention.” (IP2) 
“I think overcrowding in the classroom is a problem generally.” (IP3) 
“The number of learners in the class makes it difficult for one to reach out 
to every learner.” (IP5). 
The classroom observations were also an indication that, indeed, overcrowding is 
a serious problem at the school. The learners in OP1‟s class were seated in 
groups. The participant tried to move around but there were many groups, and, 
as a result, the teacher could not get to interact with all of them. The chairs in 
OP4‟s class were organised in rows and the participant could not move smoothly 
between the rows because there was little room. OP5 had too many learners in 
the classroom and the teacher seemed to have difficulties maintaining discipline. 
In all the classes I observed, the teacher learner ratio was higher than what is 
stipulated.  
Overcrowded classrooms are unfortunately part of South African education, and 
will remain a part for the immediate future and perhaps even for the long-term 
future (Marais, 2016). Class size has a direct impact on how the teacher delivers 
the content and on how the learners grasp the concept. “In small learning groups 
the morale of a teacher also tends to be higher. They have more opportunities for 
in-depth teaching of basic content. They can collect materials to engage students 
in authentic learning experiences” (Shah, 2012, p 10). Furthermore, learners in 
overcrowded classes cannot rely on individual care from teachers particularly in 
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instances where learners need extra support (Mustafa, Mahmoud, Assaf, Al-
Hamadi, & Abdulhamid, 2014). 
To combat the challenge of overcrowding, teachers should have smaller classes. 
Students get more benefits in small classes, with minority groups benefitting the 
most. Moreover, students are paid individual attention in small-sized class (Shah, 
2012).  
3.5.4.3 Insufficient time for support 
The data collected indicated that teachers do not have sufficient time to teach, let 
alone supporting learners with SLDs. The following responses from the indicated 
that insufficient time was a challenge in supporting learners: 
“Another thing is time; it is not enough. You find that a subject has 30 
minutes and in that 30 minutes you must do the intro, main lesson and 
also the reflection if the child understands the work. Time does not allow 
me to do all that.” (IP1) 
“These days our time is limited and I cannot keep them after school for 
remedial because they need to go home.” (IP2) 
“Teachers don‟t have time to pay attention.” (IP3) 
“People that are on the SBST are teachers themselves and with the 
workload they have, they rarely have enough time to support the learners.” 
(IP5) 
The challenge of insufficient support time became more evident during the 
classroom observations. OP1 did not follow the timetable. According to the 
timetable, they were supposed to be doing Life Skills but the Mathematics lesson 
overlapped into the Life Skills lesson. This was also observed during OP2 and 
OP5‟s lessons. I assume that this was easy because Foundation Phase teachers 
stay in class with their learners for the entire day. This was an entirely different 
scenario for OP3 and OP4 because they were subject teachers and rotated 
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between different classes. Their time was limited; the period was 30 minutes long 
and there seemed to be too much that needed to be covered.  
Table 3.6 below shows the required instructional time in Grade 1 and Grade 2 as 
per the Curriculum and Assessment Policy (CAPS) document. Every single hour 
is accounted for, and it is clear that needs of the learners with SLDs were not 
taken into consideration when this policy was implemented. 
Table 3.6  
Grade 1 and 2 Instructional Time 
Subject  Grade 1-2  
(Hours) 
Home language  8/7 
First Additional Language  2/3 
Mathematics  7 
Life Skills 
- Beginning Knowledge 
- Creative Arts 
- Physical Education 







Source: (Adapted from the DBE 2012) 
Teachers do not have much time per pupil for individual instruction and 
assistance (Shah 2012). There is a lot of work to cover of curriculum coverage 
and unfortunately, it is the learners with SLDs that are most likely to suffer the 
most. The Department of Education (2012) made amendments to the National 
Curriculum Statement by developing a single comprehensive CAPS document. 
Every teacher is guided by the CAPS document and within the CAPS document 
there is a time allocation that teachers are supposed to adhere to (DBE, 2012). 
The challenge of insufficient time to support learners is directly linked to the 
previous sub-theme of overcrowding. Teaching in overcrowded classrooms takes 
a toll on the teacher‟s ability to manage time (Marais, 2016). Teachers barely 
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have enough time to cover the content and this makes it even more difficult for 
them to support learners with SLDs. 
3.5.4.4 Inadequate support structures  
The data revealed that the teachers were not receiving adequate support both 
internally from SBSTs and externally from DBSTs. The following responses from 
the participants indicated that they were not receiving enough support from the 
SBST: 
“Support from the SBST is limited because we have few SBST meetings 
and we do not always get feedback from them.” (IP1) 
“The SBST is not really running.” (IP3) 
“The SBST members are teachers themselves and with the workload they 
have, they rarely have enough time to support the learners that really 
need support so honestly from my side we fail dismally.” (IP5). 
SBSTs and ILSTs should be involved centrally in identifying „at risk‟ learners and 
focus on learners in the Foundation Phase (Grades R-3) who may require 
support, for example, through the tailoring of the curriculum, assessment and 
instruction (DBE, 2014). The SIAS policy states that SBSTs need to support 
teachers and caregivers in this process by providing opportunities for regular, 
collaborative problem-solving in areas of concern, and facilitating the provision of 
support where needed. In each case a cycle of intervention and support by the 
teacher, facilitated by the SBST, needs to be implemented before additional 
support from outside the site of learning is implemented (DBE, 2014). Through 
the findings of this research it became evident that SBSTs are not functioning as 
they are intended to and this is not only putting the teachers at risk, but the 
learners as a whole, particularly those with SLDs. 
However, it was interesting to see that two participants said that the SBST was 
supportive: 
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“At school level the SBST is supporting us.” (IP1), 
“At school level we have SBST meetings, we refer to them and the SBST 
is functional.” (IP4). 
The reality is that teachers will not be able to support learners without the support 
of the SBST. The SBST is an important factor in ensuring that learners with SLDs 
are supported. 
On the other hand, the SBST also needs support from the DBST in order to 
function effectively. The data gathered made it evident that the teachers were not 
receiving enough support from the DBSTs. According to the DoE‟s Inclusive 
Education Directorate (2005), the key function of the DBST is to assist education 
institutions, including early childhood centres, schools, further education 
colleges, and adult learning centres to identify and address barriers to learning 
and promote effective teaching and learning. This includes classroom and 
organisational support, providing specialised learner and educator support, as 
well as curricular and institutional development (including management and 
governance), and administrative support (DoE, 2005). 
“We are not supported enough. At both school and district level.” (IP1) 
“Because the district does not have knowledge, they do not know how to 
support.” (IP3)  
“The district is doing nothing. We refer and nothing happens.” (IP3) 
“We send referrals to the district every year but there is no change.” (IP2) 
“At district level... well the district takes so much time in responding.” (IP5) 
“The ultimate goal for educators, schools and other education institutions, and for 
those who support them, is the development of learners. This is dependent on 
effective teaching, which, in turn, relies on the development of effective curricular 
and supportive teaching and learning environments” (DoE, 2005 p 8). Teachers 
and their institutions need to constantly learn and grow, and must have on-going 
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support to achieve this. Therefore, the DBE‟s function is to provide the necessary 
infrastructural and human resource support for success. The DBST is a primary 
channel through which this should be provided (DoE, 2005).  
The establishment of the SBST and the DBST was so that learners and teachers 
could be supported. However, this is not happening. Hay et al. (2001) wrote that 
teachers and support service professionals are struggling to come to grips with 
the new way of doing things in education support services, even though national 
policy documents are in place. Policies need to be reviewed and measures need 
to be taken to ensure that SBSTs and DBSTs are functioning effectively. 
According to the EWP6 (2001), inclusion is about maximising the participation of 
all learners in the culture and the curriculum of educational institutions and 
uncovering and minimising barriers to learning.  
These above mentioned challenges, however, are not unique to this specific 
school. Nel and Grosser (2016) wrote that a lack of basic and appropriate 
learning support material, inadequate facilities at schools, inappropriate and 
inadequate support services, lack of human resource development, including 
education and training of teachers, and other role players to deal with learning 
difficulties, overcrowded classrooms, and a lack of mother tongue teachers can 
contribute to conditions that may cause systemic barriers to learning.  
The challenges of the lack of resources, overcrowding, insufficient time to 
support learners, and inadequate support structures all go against the principle of 
inclusive education. The policy for inclusive education (EWP6) was implemented 
in 2001 and 19 years later not much has changed. Indeed, South Africa still has 
a long way to go. Furthermore, South Africa is now 26 years into democracy. 
Many years have gone by but there are still huge gaps in the delivery of inclusive 
education. Landsberg, Kr ger, and Swart (2016) wrote that the chronosystem 
refers to the time dimension that indicates that all the systems develop together 
over time. It is a huge concern that there are still gaps in the provision of 
equitable education for all.  
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3.6 CHAPTER SUMMARY 
The findings of this research were interpreted and discussed in this chapter. The 
findings were arranged into four main themes and evidence of all sets of data 
was analysed. Finally, this was followed by a discussion of the results. Based on 
the findings presented in this chapter, it is clear that the professional 
development needs of teachers are in dire need of support. The participants in 
this research indicated that there is a need for professional development. Taking 
into consideration the data obtained from this research, it is evident that teachers 
need to be empowered with skills, knowledge, resources and strategies for 
teaching learners with SLDs.  
By addressing the professional development needs of the teachers, the 
possibility of improving the wellbeing of children with SLD is increased. Through 
the findings of this research, it became evident that there was a need for this 
research. Learners with SLDs are unfortunately still getting little targeted support. 
Until the teachers‟ professional development needs are met, those learners will 
remain disadvantaged.  
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CHAPTER 4 
SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 
4.1 INTRODUCTION 
This chapter provides an overview and conclusion of the research. The 
procedures used in this research and the findings that emanated from the 
research question “What are the professional development needs of teachers in 
supporting learning with SLDs?” are summarised in this chapter. This research 
was a qualitative study and was set was set within an interpretive research 
approach. Chapter 1 was an introduction to the study as a whole. Chapter 2 
focused on reviewing literature that discussed SLDs and professional 
development. Chapter 3 gave an in-depth discussion of the methodology and 
design for this specific research study.  
Chapter 4 provides a review of the research findings discussed in Chapter 3 and 
elaborates on the strengths and limitations of this study. Furthermore, 
recommendations based on the findings of this research as well as 
recommendations for further research are made.  
4.2 SUMMARY OF RESEARCH FINDINGS 
I used Bronfenbrenner‟s bio-ecological systems theory to conceptualise this 
study. Bronfenbrenner‟s systems theory argues that development takes place as 
a result of processes consisting of complex, reciprocal interactions among the 
persons, objects, and symbols in the immediate environment (Taylor & Gebre, 
2016). The use of Bronfenbrenner‟s theory enabled me to better understand and 
analyse my data. The findings were intended to assist teachers to look at the 
possible support strategies to support and to ensure quality of education for 
learners with SLDs. Five teachers from a local school participated in this 
research. This study used three sets of data: individual interviews, classroom 
observations and document analysis. Ethical procedures and measures of 
trustworthiness were strictly adhered to throughout this study in order to ensure 
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its validity (Merriam 2009). Identifying the professional development needs of 
teachers makes this research relevant and timely because there will always be 
learners with SLDs in schools and those learners will need their teachers to 
support them. Shah, Sagar, Somaiya, and Negpal (2019) wrote that SLDs are 
one of the most common neurodevelopmental disorders affecting 3%–10% of 
children.  
From the findings presented in Chapter 3, the participants understood the term 
„professional development‟ and they were aware of what it entails. Their 
understanding of professional development was that it leads to growth and 
improvement, it is a lifelong process and it entails keeping up to date with the 
latest technology. This was important because their understanding of the term 
had an impact on how they answered the remaining research questions.  
It also became evident that participants did not have sufficient knowledge on 
SLDs. SLDs are difficulties in acquiring reading, writing or mathematical skills. 
The participants attributed SLDs to challenges in visual, hearing, or motor 
disabilities, or mental retardation: this indicates that they are misinformed. It is 
also clear, however, that the participants were doing their best to support 
learners with SLDs, but, because they did not understand SLDs, they were not 
able to support learners effectively. Harwell and Jackson (2008) wrote that 
learners with SLDs need early identification and sound remedial teaching that is 
appropriate to their needs.  
There was also a strong call for support amongst the participants. It appears as 
though they felt as if they were out of their depth because they were not 
effectively trained at the university level to deal with learners who have SLDs. 
The participants further indicated that they needed more training on SLDs. The 
research site was a mainstream school which is only meant to cater for learners 
with moderate learning difficulties. However, the participants were faced with 
learners who required more support and they did not have the capacity to 
support learners with SLDs. They needed support from more skilled individuals. 
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Lastly, the teachers faced various challenges in supporting learners with SLDs. 
There was a lack of resources in the school and without resources, the teachers 
were limited in the ways that they could support the learners. In addition to 
limited resources, there was also a challenge of overcrowding in the schools and 
that made it even harder for teachers to do their work effectively. The shortage of 
resources and overcrowding in schools also contributed to the challenge of 
insufficient time that the teachers had for support. Teachers spent far too much 
time finding new and creative ways to teach without resources and managing 
discipline in overcrowded classes, so, there was hardly enough time to support 
learners with SLDs. Teachers were also not receiving adequate support from the 
SBST and the DBST. Effective collaboration with stakeholders such as the 
school management and district management teams is of utmost importance in 
addressing the professional needs of teachers in supporting learners with SLDs. 
4.3 RECOMMENDATIONS OF THIS RESEARCH 
In the light of the findings of this research, there are a few recommendations to 
be made. The following recommendations are aimed at assisting and supporting 
teachers in supporting learners with SLDs:  
- The DBE and universities should work closely together to alleviate the gap 
between the type of training that teachers are getting and what happens in 
actual practice. The training at university level should prepare teachers for 
learners with SLDs. This will be beneficial to the upcoming cohort of new 
teachers.  
- For the teachers who are already in the system, more in-service training 
should be given, with a greater emphasis on the practical changes that 
teachers can implement in their classrooms. This will enable them to better 
support learners with SLDs.  
- The DBE has implemented policies such as the EWP6 (2001) the SIAS policy 
(2014). However, there are still gaps in terms of the implementation of these 
policies. Teachers are still not able to support learners effectively and that 
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counteracts the whole purpose of inclusive education for all. These policies 
need to be reviewed and teachers need to be trained on how to implement 
them.  
- The IQMS policy was introduced in 2003 as a policy that is used for 
monitoring and quality assurance instrument used by the DoE to assess 
teacher performance and provide intervention and support measures. 
However, this policy is not serving its purpose adequately. Teachers should 
use it more effectively to indicate their professional development needs. 
Perhaps then real change would be seen the schools. 
- The SBSTs should be more active and support the teachers.  
- More schools should be converted to FSSs because there are more learners 
who require support and are not benefitting from mainstream schools. 
- The DBSTs should work closely with the SBSTs to ensure that the teachers 
professional development needs is up to date with the needs of the learners. 
4.4 LIMITATIONS OF THIS RESEARCH  
There are limitations to this research. The scope of this research was limited 
because it focused on only one school in the Gauteng Province and used a 
sample size of five participants. There is thus a limit to the generalisability of the 
results.  
The classroom observations were beneficial. However, I noticed that participants 
appeared to be uncomfortable while they were being observed, and that could 
have had an impact on the notes I took during the observation process. The 
participants indicated that they were tired as the data was collected towards the 
end of the term and they were busy with cycle tests. That could have had an 
impact on how they answered the questions.  
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Lastly, although I tried to remain detached from the study and had my 
supervisors assist with the data analysis and coding to ensure credibility, it may 
still have been influenced by my current thinking and preferences. 
4.5 STRENGTHS AND CONTRIBUTIONS OF THIS RESEARCH 
The design of this study was qualitative and that was a strength because it led to 
a rich description of the participants‟ professional development needs. The 
combination of the interviews, classroom observations and document analysis 
enabled the researcher to identify the present needs.   
The diverse participant characteristics such as the age, gender, expertise and 
years of experience served as a strength in the study. These characteristics 
ensured that the data collected was descriptive and reflective of the different 
experiences that teachers experienced when supporting learners with SLDs. 
4.6 RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 
Based on the findings discussed in Chapter 3, the following investigations are 
recommended for future research:  
- There needs to be more research on the professional development needs of 
teachers because there was a gap in literature which indicates that there is 
still a need for this research.  
- Future research could include teachers from more schools around the 
country. It could be a comparative study, which may include teachers from 
different areas, different types of schools, different socioeconomic and 
cultural backgrounds and levels.  
- Future research could be an international comparative study. 
4.7 CONCLUSION 
The aim of the research project was to explore the professional development 
needs of teachers in supporting learners with SLDs. This chapter provided a 
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summary of the research and included a discussion of the need for such 
research as well as a brief overview of the research findings. Recommendations 
based on the findings of this research were made, with a focus on the potential 
practical professional guidance interventions that could informed by this 
research. The limitations of this research have been acknowledged and 
discussed along with its strengths and contributions.  
This study was an interesting learning experience for me in terms of doing 
research and expanding my knowledge about the professional developmental 
needs of teachers in supporting learners with SLDs. I have always had an 
interest in how teachers support learners who have SLDs in their classrooms. 
The journey of embarking on this study was indeed bittersweet. While there have 
been some improvements in South Africa‟s education system, I am afraid they 
are insufficient. I can only hope that this study will lead to more studies that will 
address the gaps in teacher professional development and the support of 
learners with SLDs.  
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ANNEXURE C: INFORMED CONSENT 
 
PARTICIPANT INFORMED CONSENT/ASSENT FORM 
Project Title: 
Professional development needs of teachers in supporting learners with specific learning disorders  
 
Investigator:  
Ntombizodwa Manyike  
 
Date:  
14 August 2019 
 
Please mark the appropriate checkboxes. I hereby:  
 Agree to be involved in the above research project as a participant.  
 Agree to be involved in the above research project as an observer to protect the rights of: 
 Children younger than 18 years of age; 
 Children younger than 18 years of age that might be vulnerable*; and/or 
 Children younger than 18 years of age who are part of a child-headed family. 
 Agree that my child,   _______________________ may participate in the above research project. 
 Agree that my staff may be involved in the above research project as participants.  
 
 I have read the research information sheet pertaining to this research project (or had it explained 
to me) and I understand the nature of the research and my role in it.  
I have had the opportunity to ask questions about my involvement in this study.   
I understand that my personal details (and any identifying data) will be kept strictly confidential. 
I understand that I may withdraw my consent and participation in this study at any time with no 





Please provide contact details below ONLY if you choose one of the following options: 
 
 Please allow me to review the report prior to publication. I supply my details below for this purpose: 
 Please allow me to review the report after publication. I supply my details below for this purpose: 
 I would like to retain a copy of this signed document as proof of the contractual agreement between 
     myself and the researcher 
 
Name:  
Phone or Cell number:  
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e-mail address:  
 
* Vulnerable participants refer to individuals susceptible to exploitation or at risk of being exposed to harm (physical, mental, 
psychological, emotional and/or spiritual). 
 
 
VIDEO, AUDIO OR PHOTOGRAPHIC RECORDING 
 
 
By law, separate consent or assent must be provided to indicate willingness to be video / 






 I willingly provide my consent/assent for using audio recording of my/the participant’s contributions. 
 
 I willingly provide my consent/assent for using video recording of my/the participant’s contributions. 
 
 I willingly provide my consent/assent for the use of photographs in this study. 
 
 
Signature (and date):  
 
 
Signature of person taking the consent (and date):  
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ANNEXURE E: OBSERVATION SCHEDULE 
Participant How learners were 
seated 
How support was done Additional personal 
observation notes 
 
1 (Grade 2) 
 
 
   
2 (Grade 3) 
 
 
   
3 (Grade 7) 
 
 
   
4 (Grade 4) 
 
 
   
5 (Grade 1)     
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ANNEXURE F: RESEARCH TRANSCRIPTS 
INTERVIEWER Hello Ms ….. how are you? 
PARTICIPANT Hi, I‟m fine thanks and how are you? 
INTERVIEWER I am well thank you. Thank you for agreeing to be a participant in 
this study. I have a few questions for you however; I might ask you 
follow up questions if I need clarity. You are also welcome to ask 
me to me to rephrase any question that you might not understand. 
PARTICIPANT Okay, I am happy to help  
INTERVIEWER Alright, first question: What is your understanding of the term 
professional development? 
PARTICIPANT Professional development for myself? 
INTERVIEWER Yes. 
PARTICIPANT Professional development is when a teacher is a lifelong learner. 
Never stopping to develop myself in the areas  where I am lacking, 
asking for help where I need and just being up to date with what is 
happening around the world in terms of technology, and in term of 
what I need to be as a teacher  so that my learners understand 
when I am teaching them.  
 
 
INTERVIEWER Can you give me examples of professional development? 
PARTICIPANT Attending workshops, studying further, enquiring, having an 
inquisitive mind about learning on what you are doing and where 
you want to improve. 
For example if you want to improve in the area of handwriting I can 
ask someone who knows it better to come assist so that I can be 
able to teach my children with better understanding or going for a 
workshop or a lecture on chalkboard training and handwriting. 
 
INTERVIEWER What is your understanding of the term Specific Learning 
Disorders? 
PARTICIPANT Those are the disorders that a child has in particular.  There are 
different types of learning disorders, so if a child has a hearing 
impairment, that is that child‟s Specific learning disorder.  
Or for example I have children in my class that can‟t see, those are 
visual learning disorders because those disorders affect their 
learning, those disorders are bringing their marks down. 
 
INTERVIEWER How do you support learners with Specific learning disorders 
in your class?  
PARTICIPANT It will depend on what type of disorders they are. The first thing I 
will do is refer the child to an educational psychologist, speak to the 
mom for consent, speak to the SBST coordinator to help me teach 
those children with the disorders and have different interventions fr 
them because there are different types of Learning disorders.  
Some are eyes, some are hearing and some are basic writing 
skills. 
So yah, I will seek support from the educational psychologist, 
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SBST and parent.  
INTERVIEWER Okay, but currently, what are you doing to support them? 
PARTICIPANT I let them sit close to me. I speak to the parents and advise them to 
get glasses as soon as possible. 
Those with hearing problems I have to repeat myself so many 
times, speak slower and use pictures instead of words.  
And for those who have learning problems I will start a remedial 
programme supporting them in their books, being patient with 
them, rewarding them for their improvements, even if it is a little 
improvement. And if everything else fails, I have to refer them to 
the SBST.  
You support, support and support and never give up on those 
children they need  the support . Some might take longer than 
others to fully get to where you want them to be but eventually they 
learn because every child is capable of learning regardless of their 
abilities. 
 
INTERVIEWER Do you think the support you are providing is enough? Please 
provide a reason for your answer  
PARTICIPANT No. well.. yes and no. No because the resources are limited 
although we do try to create our own. It is very difficult when there 
is a large number of children in the class.  
There are other activities I want to do with them such as moving 
around but I  can‟t because there is no space. I would like them to 
get more engaged in what they are doing. I would like to take them 
outside and learn but I can‟t because there is no space. 
I am the only teacher inside the classroom, I do not have support. I 
try my best to help the children but I am struggling. I make my own 
resources, but I do not think it is sufficient enough.  
INTERVIEWER Please give me an example of what you mean by resources and 
space 
PARTICIPANT I mean learning materials… things I can‟t make myself because 
when you support these children you need to be concrete. I can‟t 
just say 1+1=2 they need to see that 1 block and 1 block makes 2 
blocks. 
So I am limited because there are a number of children who are 
struggling with those basic skills so if I don‟t have those counters, 
abacards, it is difficult for me to support when everything is just 
chalk and talk and the practicality is limited. That makes it difficult 
for me to support those children.  
 
In terms of space, it is hard for me to even move around so I have 
to group them in groups so that I can be in between otherwise I 
won‟t be able to move around because the classroom is 
overcrowded. 
Another thing is time, it is not enough. You find that a subject has 
30 minutes and in that 30 minutes you must do the intro, main 
lesson and also the reflection if the child understands the work. 
Time does not allow me to do all that. 
Another challenge is the curriculum coverage, it is a bit too much. It 
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only caters for the children that are middle to smart. Those that are 
struggling are not being catered for and they end up being 
confused because there is so much to cover in a short space of 
time. 
 
INTERVIEWER Do you think your university studies equipped you to deal with 
learners who have specific learning disorders? 
PARTICIPANT No, at Varsity we were not taught specifically about SLD. We were 
taught the knowledge behind it but how to deal with a child is totally 
different. Now that inclusive education is being brought into the 
system, it is very difficult for me as a teacher who was trained at a 
University that is theoretically based to now teach a child with 
severe learning disorders 
So university did not teach me how to deal with it, only the 
background knowledge and my personal research. So I do my own 
research, it is still not enough, we need training and support, 
workshops and those kind of areas in need.  
INTERVIEWER What are your professional development needs in supporting 
learners with SLD? 
PARTICIPANT I think my need will be for those SLD. I would like training from 
someone who teaches in a special school and has experience. I 
would like training on how I can accommodate these learners in my 
lessons. 
Secondly, if I can have an assistant in my classroom who is 
qualified to teach learners with SLD, so that when I lack she will be 
able to assist me because I have other children to teach. 
It would also be nice that on some days I just only have them in my 
classroom. I am not sure if that makes sense but if I can just have 
them in my class because doing remedial alone is not enough 
especially in the bigger classes, the others start to misbehave 
when I am focussing on the few learners with SLD. I believe they 
could benefit more.  
  
 
INTERVIEWER Do you think you are receiving sufficient support in order to 
support learners with SLD from the school level and district 
level? Do you feel empowered? 
PARTICIPANT No, like I said we are not supported enough. At both school and 
district level. At school level it is limited because we have few 
SBST meetings and we do not always get feedback from them. But 
as I mentioned, time there is no time for admin so squeezing those 
meetings and workshops is so difficult. 
At district level I do not recall being supported. Only a few 
workshops, sometimes they only just come to check our books. We 
have overcrowded classes, the district could ensure that we have 
fewer learners in our classes so that the learners can get the best 
out of me.  
 
 
INTERVIEWER Thank you for your time Ms…. Do you have any questions for me? 
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PARTICIPANT You‟re welcome. No I do not have any questions. 
 
 
ANNEXURE G: STATEMENT OF PROFESSIONAL EDITING 
 
